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ABSTRACT

READING CLASS:
DISRUPTING POWER IN CHILDREN’S LITERATURE
MAY 2004
MARIA JOSE BOTELHO, B.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
B.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
M.Ed., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST

Directed by: Professors Sonia Nieto and Masha Kabakow Rudman

The representation of Mexican American migrant farmworkers in children’s literature has
increased over the past 15 years, making visible a group that previously was rendered invisible in
the U.S. landscape. Classifying stories about migrant agricultural laborers under the literary
category of multicultural children’s literature further marginalizes this population by portraying
their social circumstances as private, personal, and cultural. While these stories bring the reader
up close to the poverty that families endure as migrant farmworkers, they leave the
socioeconomic circumstances with the families, in many ways, unlinked to power relations. In
this study, I theorize a critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature, which creates a space
for adult and young readers alike to rethink power (i.e., inserting class into the critical dialogue
on race and gender) and recognize their own social construction. Reading class, race, and gender
together in children’s literature about migrant farmworkers leads to reading how power is
exercised in U. S. society as well as how we are implicated in its circulation: It’s a waking up
from the American Dream.
My text collection functions as evidence of U.S. power relations of class, race, and
gender—children’s literature as social transcripts because a large part of U.S. ethnography is in
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literature (Ortner, 1991). I read these books against the history and scholarship of multicultural
children’s literature and the historical and sociopolitical context of migrant work in the United
States. I historicize these current representations of Mexican American migrant workers within
the developments of the Mexican American experience as it is rendered in children’s literature.
Since many of these titles fall under the genres of nonfiction and realistic fiction, I consider how
these genres textually reconstruct reality by examining the discursive construction of characters
and the ideological implications of how the stories close. The theoretical constructs of discourse,
ideology, subjectivity, and power function as analytical tools for examining how power is
exercised among the characters to locate how class, race, and gender are enacted in text, while
revealing how story characters dominate, collude, resist, and take action collectively. A critical
multicultural analysis of children’s literature about Mexican American migrant farmworkers is a
microanalysis of U.S. power relations, an examination of how power is exercised, circulated,
negotiated, and transformed.
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“I seen pitchers of a country flat an’ green, an’ with little houses like Ma says, white. Ma
got her heart set on a white house. Get to thinkin’ they ain’t no such country. I seen pitchers like
that.”
Pa said, “Wait till we get to California. You’ll see nice country then.”
“Jesus Christ, Pa! This here is California.”
John Steinbeck
From The Grapes of Wrath

Awareness of our situation must come before other changes, which in turn come before changes
in society. Nothing happens in the “real” world unless it first happens in the images in our heads.
Gloria Anzaldua
From Borderlands/La Frontera:
The New Mestiza

CHAPTER I
THE CIRCUIT OF CULTURE: AN INTRODUCTION
“La frontera” is a word I often heard when I was a child living in El Rancho Blanco, a small
village nestled on barren, dry hills several miles north of Guadalajara, Mexico. I heard it for
the first time back in the 1940s when Papa and Mama told me and Roberto, my older brother,
that someday we would take a long trip north, cross la frontera, enter California, and leave
our poverty behind.
-Panchito (p. 1)
The Circuit

by Francisco Jimenez

The scholarship of multicultural children’s literature, that is, literary works that focus
on African Americans, Native Americans, Latino Americans, and Asian Americans, is
strongly connected to African American history and based on the black/white paradigm that
is historically rooted in U.S. power relations. Multicultural children’s literature was a
response to racist sociopolitical and publishing practices that led to the underrepresentation of
people of color in U. S. society, education, and children’s literature. Building on this history,
critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature (Botelho & Rudman, forthcoming)
demands a shift from the dominant paradigm of race relations between African Americans
and European Americans to one that accounts for the U.S. power relations of class, race, and
gender together. My research demonstrates that the literary category of “multicultural
children’s literature” distracts us from addressing intragroup diversity, and other cultural
groups and social issues, rendering them invisible and making the complex web of power
relations an abstraction. Moreover, this literary category supports the erroneous assumption
that in order to name literature as multicultural, it has to be other than White European
American. In contrast, critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature acknowledges
that all literature is a historical and cultural product and reveals how the power relations of
class, race, and gender work together in text, and by extension, in society.

1

This dissertation research, grounded in critical multicultural analysis, examines
dominant class, race, and gender ideologies of children’s books about Mexican American1
migrant farmworkers, bringing the story characters’ social circumstances into a historical,
sociopolitical context. This text collection functions as evidence of U.S. power relations of
class, race, and gender, that is, children’s literature as social transcripts because a large part of
U.S. ethnography is in literature (Ortner, 1991). (Ethnography describes cultural processes in
rich detail.) I read these books against the historical and sociopolitical context of migrant
work in the United States and the history and scholarship of multicultural children’s
literature. I historicize these current representations of Mexican American migrant workers
within the developments of the Chicana/o experience as it is rendered in children’s literature.
I also read these books against book reviews about the text collection, and against a
poststructural analysis of class and power. Since many of these titles fall under the genre of
realistic fiction, I consider how this genre textually reconstructs reality. Through critical
discourse analysis, I analyze how power is exercised (Foucault; 1972, 1980) among the
characters to locate how the power relations of class, race, and gender are enacted in text,
while revealing how story characters dominate, collude, resist, and take control of their
situations. A critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature about Mexican American
migrant farmworkers is a microanalysis of U.S. power relations, an examination of how
power is exercised, circulated, negotiated, and transformed in these texts.

11 will use the cultural terms “Mexican American” and “Chicana/o” interchangeably, although they both originate
from complex historical, cultural, and political conditions. Some claim (Rosales, 1996) that Chicano, a term
associated with the el movimiento, the Chicano identity and civil rights struggle, derives from “the ancient Nahuatl
word mexicano with the “x” being pronounced as a “shh” sound” (p. 261). Carlos Tejada (2000) claims that
Chicana/o refers to a population that has “native roots and a history of imperial and colonial domination by
European peoples” (p. 57). However, it should be noted that there is no consensus in how people identify within
this large and diverse group. I will use both terms to signal that diversity and history. I will not use Latina/o
(primarily refers to groups with historical origins in Spanish-speaking cultures that have immigrated to what is
today the United States) because this cultural term is an overarching term to group multiple Spanish-speaking
cultures of which Mexican Americans represent one cultural group. In using Mexican American and Chicano/a, I
am striving for cultural specificity.

2

In this chapter, I recount the social practices involving The Circuit, by Francisco
Jimdnez, the book that led me to this study. I argue for reading “the circuit of culture” (du
Gay et al., 1997), that is, making visible the role language plays on social processes by
reading against culture. I consider the social practices of language and the role of reading as a
way to interrupt the circuit of culture. I explicate and deconstruct the social myth of the
American Dream and its role in masking the social divisions across class, racial, and gender
lines. I situate myself in this research and discuss how my social location and commitments
greatly shape this research. The purpose of this dissertation research is to disrupt the power
relations masked by the literary category of multicultural children’s literature and the social
myth of the American Dream, while inserting class into the critical dialogue of race and
gender, thus making the complexities of power visible. The significance of this study is to
demonstrate that children’s books are windows into society and through critical multicultural
analysis, the reader can discern how race, class, and gender work together. It creates a space
for re-imaging the way we are as people, as a society. I end the chapter with the limitations of
the study and the assumptions and theoretical framework that underpin this research project.

Reading The Circuit
Francisco Jimenez (1997)2 is the author of The Circuit, a collection of semiautobiographical short stories. The stories are based on his life as an undocumented
immigrant child and his family working the fields in San Joaquin Valley, California. Jimenez
portrays the poor living conditions, and backbreaking work, and describes how the migrant
worker system affects his family’s access to resources such as housing, food, health care,
education, and community.

21 will cite the full name of the artist(s) and scholar(s) of each source in-text as they initially appear. My goal is to
convey a fuller identity of each author. When the last name only is cited, the cultural expectation is that the author
is male. The full name offers a fuller story.

3

The Circuit is an important contribution to the field of children’s literature because,

as Jimenez comments in a recent interview in Book Links, a journal of the American Library
Association:
children who come from migrant parents or grandparents express gratitude to me for
writing about their families’ experience. They usually say, ‘Your story is the story of
my family.’ Others who are not familiar with the migrant experience comment that
the book has helped them to understand the plight of farmworkers and appreciate
their courage and hard work. And still others mention how much more they
appreciate their own comfortable lives and being able to attend school without having
to move constantly. (Carger, 2001/2002, p.16)
Deemed an exemplary work of “multicultural children’s literature,” this book received the
Boston Globe-Horn Book Award for Fiction, Americas Award Winner for Children’s and
Young Adult Literature, Jane Addams Children’s Honor Book, American Library
Association Best Book for Young Adults, and several state library system awards. The
American Library and International Reading associations and the National Council of
Teachers of English recommend The Circuit in their booklists for multicultural and global
understanding.
The Circuit makes an invisible group, migrant workers, visible. It affirms the roles of

family members, their resilience and ingenuity, and deep commitment to each other. In “A
Note from the Author” at the end of the book, Jimenez points out that migrant farm workers’
“courage and struggles, hopes and dreams for a better life for their children and their
children’s children give meaning to the term ‘American dream’” (p. 116). Although this
collection of stories brings the reader up close to the hardships endured by Jimenez’s migrant
family, these circumstances remain with his family, in many ways, unlinked to the power
relations of race, class, and gender. Is it enough for children to go “from field to field with
Francisco, hearing his stories as if from a friend” (Sutton, 1998, p. 532)?
Daniel Rothenberg (1998) maintains that “the poverty and marginalization of migrant
farmworkers calls into question America’s vision of itself as an egalitarian nation that offers a
fair deal to anyone willing to work hard for a living” (p. xiii). A critical multicultural analysis
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of The Circuit disrupts the social myth of the American Dream: As a society, we believe that
everyone has access to the American Dream as long as they demonstrate initiative, effort, and
ability (Sleeter, 1998). By classifying Jimenez’s book as “multicultural children’s literature,”
this literary category obfuscates issues of social power and privilege, and the characters’
social circumstances are rendered as private, personal, and cultural, neglecting to link
individual lives to power structures. This category distracts us from the ideological
dimensions of language, writing, and reading, that is, the consideration of how social
institutions and sociopolitical processes shape language, writing, and reading. A critical
multicultural analysis calls into question the subject positions offered by the dominant
discourses deployed into children’s literature. A critical multicultural analysis of The Circuit
interrupts the role language plays as the “circuit of culture” (du Gay et al., 1997) by
uncovering how power is exercised and circulated in these short stories by looking at how
story characters dominate, collude, resist, and take collective control over their
circumstances.
In this dissertation research, I theorize a critical multicultural analysis of children’s
literature by looking at how simplistic definitions of culture frame the conventional
understanding of multicultural children’s literature. My review of the literature on
multicultural children’s literature historicizes the developments of this literary category,
which in many ways coincide with the growth of multicultural education. The discourse of
multicultural children’s literature (i.e., otherness and self-esteem) and the silences and
invisibility inherent in this literary category are interrogated. The theoretical constructs of
discourse, ideology, subjectivity, and power ground the framework for critical multicultural
analysis. Critical multicultural analysis reveals the historical and sociopolitical dimensions of
culture.

5

Reading the Circuit of Culture
Critical multicultural analysis, as defined by Maria J. Botelho and Masha K. Rudman
(forthcoming), considers the multiple cultural histories that have co-existed and unfolded
within a context of unequal power relations. “Critical” means keeping the power relations of
class, race, and gender at the center of our investigations of the representation of social
processes in children’s literature; it is connecting our reading to social and economic justice.
“Multicultural” signals the diversity of historical and cultural experiences within these power
relations. Critical multicultural analysis questions the basic assumptions we hold about
language, literature, and interpretation, and is based on fundamental suppositions about
language, meaning, and subjectivity. Language does not possess a fixed, stable meaning, but
takes on significance that is bound by its historical and sociopolitical context. People use
language to define and contest the reality in which they exist. Language is where and how
power is reproduced, distributed, maintained, and transformed. Oral and written language is
text to be analyzed and challenged.
Critical multicultural analysis deconstructs hierarchical power relations around which
language plays a critical role. The analysis centers on the sociopolitical function of linguistic
and visual signs. Stephens (1999a) maintains that ‘The form and meanings of reality are
constructed in language: by analysing how language works, we come nearer to knowing how
our culture constructs itself, and where we fit into that construction” (p. 57). We do not live
outside of language. How we use language constructs who we are as people, as cultures, as a
society. Language circulates the dominant ideologies of gender, race, and class.
Critical multicultural investigations of children’s literature focus on the analysis of
power relations as factors in the trends of what gets written and illustrated and what gets
published: meanings found in children’s books are not from language but from institutional
practices, power relations, and social positions (Weedon, 1997). Children’s books offer
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windows into society; while they are sites for struggle between dominant and dominated
groups, they also magnify these relationships. Language is the circuit of culture.
Paul du Gay, Stuart Hall, Linda Janes, Hugh Mackay, and Keith Negus (1997)
analyze the Sony Walkman as a way to illustrate how to conduct cultural studies. Their study
is instructive because it demonstrates how culture works in contemporary society, du Gay
(1997b) argues that “the biography of a cultural artefact” (p. 3) can only be studied when the
f

process of its articulation is made visible by locating a host of cultural processes. Articulation
refers to the process of “connecting disparate elements together to form a temporary unity”
(p. 3). Literature is a cultural artifact. Thus, cultural artifacts come to be through a
combination of processes, linkages that emerge from particular times and places. He asserts
that there are five principal cultural processes: representation, identity, production,
consumption, and regulation. These processes considered together complete a circuit, “the
circuit of culture” (see Appendix A). The circuit of culture helps to show how critical
multicultural analysis makes these cultural processes visible and highlights its capacity to
disrupt power relations.
The analysis of the representation process shows that meaning does not come directly
from words but instead is re/presented in language (written or visual). Thus cultural meaning
is established through representation, drawing on literary and nonliterary texts (imbedded
with discourses) that play a central role in fixing the meaning in literature: Dominant
meanings get encoded in books. These cultural meanings offer particular subject positions,
which are associated with social identities. Identity is the interface between subject positions
and historical and sociopolitical circumstances (Woodward, 1997). Drawing attention to
subject positions invites readers to actively construct their own identities, while at the same
time taking action in the constructing of society. Stories about Mexican American migrant
workers were encoded with particular meanings during their production process, meanings
that are establishing an identification between the books (cultural artifacts) and particular
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groups of readers (consumers). In focusing on production, we need to look at the cultural
meanings that are imbedded in the literature by examining the textual influences (e.g., genre,
focalization, story closure) as well as sociopolitical and historical considerations.
How is the book made culturally meaningful? du Gay (1997a) argues that “in
thinking about the production of culture... we are also simultaneously thinking about the
culture of production” (p.4). So this attention to the culture of production connects us back to
representation and identity, while bringing up questions of consumption. Meaning does not
begin or end with the book, but is instantiated or made meaningful through reading. The
circuit of culture highlights the dynamism of meaning-making; it is an ongoing process, du
Gay argues that this encoding of particular meanings in products, in this case, in literature, is
not where the story ends, but that “meanings are actively made in consumption” (p.5). In
reading the book, the reader can actively resist the subject positions offered by the text and
take up new ways of being in the world. Thus the reader is not regulated in how he/she can be
in society, but is an active member of society, co-constructing as it changes over time.
The circuit of culture demonstrates that meaning-making is a dynamic process:
writers encode particular meanings in books and readers receive them passively, but it is
through reading/consuming that meanings are actively made. Critical multicultural analysis
calls attention to the reading process. Being conscious of this process, readers can detect how
these messages or ideologies try to regulate their lives, and their society. They can interrupt
ideologies that privilege particular groups over others. Critical multicultural analysis calls
attention to how identities are constructed, how texts are constructed, how society is
constructed, and how language/discourse creates us as much as we create it. The circuit of
culture demonstrates the matrix of discourses that have a hold on us and our society.
Meaning-making is not sent from “one autonomous sphere and received in another
autonomous sphere” (du Gay, 1997, p. 10), but in a process of dialogue.

8

Reading against culture disrupts bounded and timeless notions of culture; it is an
interruption of the status quo. Critical multicultural analysis is an invitation for readers to be
researchers of language. Thus, readers are given opportunities to actively investigate how
language works and the hold culture has on them because, as Roland Barthes (1977) contends
“the text is a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable centres of culture” (p. 146).
He further states that
a text is made of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures and entering into
mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but there is one place where this
multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not, as was hitherto said, the
author. The reader is the space on which all the quotations that make up a writing are
inscribed without any of them being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin but in its
destination, (p. 148)
Critical multicultural analysis focuses on the reader as the midwife of meaning. The
theoretical constructs of discourse, ideology, subjectivity, and power lead the reader to
locating how the power relations of class, race, and gender are exercised in text.

Statement of Problem
Gregory Mantsios (2001a) outlines four social myths that we live by in the United
States, which layer the discourse of the American Dream, a discourse that obscures structural
inequalities:
Myth
Myth
Myth
Myth

1:
2:
3:
4:

The United States is fundamentally a classless society.
We are, essentially, a middle-class society.
We are all getting richer.
Everyone has an equal chance to succeed, (pp. 169-170)

These social myths mask and distort reality, erasing our historical memory and contributing
to sociopolitical amnesia, while reducing social difference to sameness and naming reality in
simplistic terms (Barthes, 1972/1983). Class matters in the U.S. context.
The disparity between the rich and the poor in the United States grows considerably:
During the last twenty years, the United States has experienced the greatest concentration of
money and power in the hands of fewer individuals and corporations (Collins & Yeskel,
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2000; Giecek, 2000). In 1998, the top one percent of the U.S. population owned 38% of
household wealth, double the amount from 1976 (Giecek, 2000). Since wealth is power, we
must ask: if power is in the hands of a few, can the United States still be considered a
democracy? (Collins & Yeskel, 2000). Migrant agricultural laborers are historically one of
the poorest and most exploited workers in the United States (Acuna, 1988; Gonzales, 1999;
Rosales, 1996, 2000; Rothenberg, 1998).
According to Rothenberg,
There are currently 1.3 million farmworker children [the majority are Mexican
American] in the United States, 300,000 of whom migrate. Seventy percent of
migrant children live below the poverty line. Working and traveling together, migrant
family members grow deeply dependent upon each other. ...the family remains
constant, the center of daily life.... (p. 276)
The world of migrant farmworker children is defined by ongoing uncertainty “in which they
are forced to internalize the pressures of poverty and the instability of seasonal
labor....Children learn to accept that their family’s daily existence is structured by forces
beyond their control” (Rothenberg, 1998, p. 272). The life of migrant farmworkers is marked
by the denial of “access to our nation’s promise that hard work will be justly rewarded” (p.
323). Given these inequalities and the centrality of class in U.S. society, it is imperative to
examine the dominant ideologies that get translated into text and images, because dominant
ideologies work to distribute social power unequally among people in a society, as well as to
justify its unequal allocation. The interrogation of class alongside race and gender directly
questions and challenges the status quo.
Even though class has been identified as a basic element of children’s fiction (Dixon,
1977; Lystad, 1980; Starkenburg, 1999; Wojcik-Andrews, 1993), there exists a scholarly
silence around issues of class in children’s literature (Wojcik-Andrews, 1993). One study
conducted by Patrick Shannon (1986) analyzed books from The Reading Teacher
“Children’s Choice” list to see if these books offered individualist, collectivist, or balanced
perspectives. He discovered that 29 out of 30 books examined provided an individualist
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message, an ideology linked to capitalism, while only one offered a balanced perspective (the
protagonist pursued self-development but not at the expense of family and community
commitments). My study considers the implications of these findings and how class works in
unison with race and gender to divide U.S. society.
The dissertation research by Edward L. Starkenburg (1999) represents the most
recent comprehensive examination of class issues in U. S. children’s literature. He uses the
class markers of appearance, authority, capacity for making choices, career, housing,
knowledge, language, social mobility, money, possessions, and status feelings as analytical

tools to identify class depiction in five award-winning works of fiction. He locates several
silences of the authors, that is, what the authors do not say about social class, which, he
concludes, impacts the readers’ understanding of how society is organized and how social
class shapes this organization.
Starkenburg (1999) found that authors did not say that social class exists or that
socioeconomic stratification is good or bad. The sampled authors did not indicate that “life is
good regardless of class status” nor that “hard work can mobilize and move people up the
hierarchy” (p. 159). The ideology of the American Dream was not central to his text sample,
but Starkenburg maintains that “our culture still clings to its message” (p.159). In summing
up, Starkenburg claims that these silences translate into the recognition that social class exists
among people, constraining their lives, and that these constraints are inevitable. Overall, the
characters went along to get along in a divided society. These silences maintain and
perpetuate dominant ideologies.
Like Elaine Schwartz (1995), I maintain that, as long as multicultural children’s
literature is about “Otherness,” it will not question the hegemonic discourses of the dominant
culture and will not interrogate the root causes of White and class privilege. I build on my
initial research on critical multiculturalism and children’s literature (Botelho 1997b, 1998), a
book project with Masha K. Rudman, and collaborative research with Jane Kelley and
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Cynthia Rosenberger (2001/2002). I propose that the analysis of class be integrated into the
critical dialogue on race and gender , especially since class helps us to understand the deeper
dimensions of racism and sexism (Collins, 2000; Darder & Torres, 1999; Goode &
Maskovsky, 2001; Guinier & Torres, 2002; hooks, 2000; Ortner, 1991 & 1998; Perrucci &
Wysong, 2003). Reading class with race and gender breaks the social and scholarly silence
around class issues in children’s literature and provides a space to rethink power.

Purpose of the Study
In this study, I will disturb the scholarly silence around class issues in children’s
literature by analyzing how dominant class ideologies get translated into the text and images
of children’s books about Mexican American migrant farmworkers that were published in the
past 15 years. I will do so by theorizing a critical multicultural analysis of children’s
literature, grounded in critical multicultural education, feminist poststructuralism, critical
literary theory, and critical discourse analysis. A critical multicultural lens creates a space to
take up the power relation of class alongside race and gender, thereby problematizing the
literary category of “multicultural children’s literature” and disrupting the social myth of the
American Dream. My research questions are:
•

How are the power relations of class, race, and gender enacted in children’s
literature about Chicana/o migrant farmworkers?

•

In what ways are the cultural themes imbedded in these texts constructed by
these power relations?

•

In what ways do the genre(s), focalization, and story closure shape how
power is exercised in each text?

3 Like Audre Lorde (1983), I believe “there can be no hierarchy of social oppression” (p. 9). Race, class and
gender work together to privilege some people over others. Leaving class out of the critical analysis of these
power relations obscures their interlocking sociopolitical dimensions. In my effort to disrupt the implied hierarchy
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•

How do the characters exercise power?

In his dissertation research, Starkenburg (1999) concedes that while he extracted
class from the social triad of class, race, and gender to magnify how class is rendered in text,
race and gender were implicated in the texts he analyzed. He strongly recommends that
further research is essential to our understanding of the interlocking systems of racism,
sexism, and classism, and urges us to look at these power relations together, and to
understand and resist the dominant class ideologies. And to do so means, I propose, analyzing
these power structures in relation to work, in this case, the U.S. migrant labor system. Critical
multicultural analysis is reading culture against these power relations.
The perceptions and realities of working people are rarely explored in children
literature, and if so, according Maria Nikolajeva (2002a), these depictions of labor are
“downplayed, camouflaged, obscured, and its significance distorted” (p. 307). Children’s
literature about migrant workers, in many cases, brings readers up close to the working
conditions of the children and their families. Reading these stories as snapshots of the
Mexican American culture leaves these circumstances with the family and community.
As a society, we lack the language to interrogate classism. Many of us believe that
we live in a classless society, a myth perpetuated by mass media (Mantsios, 2001b), White
supremacy and capitalism (hooks, 2000). We are led to believe we all have access to social
power. To what extent does children’s literature contribute to this social myth?
The prevailing ideology states that all Americans have an equal chance to succeed
and if they do not succeed, then it is their fault. This ideology prevents people from closely
examining socioeconomic inequality in the United States. If not read with a critical
multicultural lens, children’s books disseminate dominant ideologies about class, race, and
gender. Children’s literature is what Louis Althusser (1986) calls an ideological state

of race, class, and gender, I will alternate the order of this social triad throughout this study (e.g., class, gender,
and race or gender, race, and class).

13

apparatus, summoning adults and children to behave in ways that perpetuate and maintain
U.S. power relations.
Class, race, and gender matter. Critical multicultural analysis brings socioeconomic
class into the critical dialogue of race and gender. A critical multicultural analysis of
children’s literature interrupts the social myth that we live in a classless, equitable, and just
society, and that everyone has the same access to social power: It is the waking up from the
American Dream.
By examining ideology and how it works in text and society, I will unmask dominant
class ideologies and bring into a sociopolitical context the story characters’ social
circumstances, which are often rendered as private, personal, and cultural in books. I will
demonstrate that critical multicultural analysis of children’s books is reading books within a
discursive grid, that is, understanding literary texts against a historical, sociopolitical
backdrop where discourses are circulated, renegotiated, and reformulated. It is reading toward
a historical, sociopolitical imagination by mapping out the dominant ideologies that have
been instrumental in establishing and perpetuating unequal power relations in the United
States.

Deconstructing the American Dream
The discourse of the American Dream, an ideology historically rooted in the
“founding” of the “New World,” masks the workings of capitalism and the power relations of
race, gender, and class. This social myth developed in contrast to “the decaying and declining
feudalistic Europe” (Wang, 2000, p. 232). It promised a dream that would be collectively
shared. Fueled by the Puritan ideology of hard work, a means of achieving earthly success
that would later earn heavenly deliverance, the American Dream ideology professed the
possibility that all Americans could simultaneously attain moral goodness and material
prosperity through their own efforts. The persistence of the self-made ideology, which fuels
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the “from-rags-to-riches” paradigm, propelled many generations of Americans to succeed in
“the land of opportunity.” But this self-made success has been at a social cost.
Jeffrey Louis Decker (1990) argues that the American Dream is “U.S. capitalism’s
master trope” (p.l). He claims that, even though this social vision has been part of American
culture since the mid-nineteenth century, the term emerged after James T. Adams (1931)
published “Our American Dream,” what Decker calls, “a treatise on how to make the Dream
‘come true’” during the Great Depression (p. 1). The essay was published in a magazine
called Christian World. Adam’s essay tried to defuse the class struggle and class
consciousness emerging during this economic crisis in America, a crisis that was socially
made. Adam states:
The point is that if we are to have a rich and full life in which all are to share and play
their parts, if the American dream is to be a reality, our communal spiritual and
intellectual life must be distinctly higher than elsewhere, where classes and groups
have their separate interests, habits, markets, arts and lives. If the dream is not to
prove possible of fulfillment, we might as well become stark realists, become once
more class-conscious, and struggle as individuals or classes against one
another....We cannot become a great democracy by giving ourselves up as
individuals to selfishness, physical comfort, and cheap amusements. The very
foundation of the American dream of a better and richer life for all is that all, in
varying degrees, shall be capable of wanting to share in it. (Adams, 1931, p. 217 as
cited in Decker, 1990)
The American Dream assumes that all Americans can get rich at whatever cost,
maintaining its pioneering spirit, pushing the boundaries of the frontier. This ideology also
leaves socio-economic inequities with individuals: “Being poor is the punishment for being
virtuously imperfect” (Wang, 2000, p. 234). Thus the American Dream, associated with “the
pursuit of happiness,” seeks happiness and the happiness received from material wealth, blurs
the line between identity and consumption, and embodies the conflict between materialism
and idealism.
In his dissertation research. Decker (1990) moves away from the overused question:
What is the American Dream?, arguing instead that the small scholarship on the American
Dream tends to work within its nationalistic ideology, which is ahistorical and resistant to
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looking at class, race, and gender relations. He argues that in answering this simplistic
question, there is no room for critiquing its historical contradictions, which are veiled by the
discourse itself. Consequently, Decker (1990) historicizes the American Dream, shifting from
describing what the American Dream means to “How does the American Dream function?”
(p. 6). What is it doing in U.S. society? This interrogation examines the Dream construction
and the effects of its hegemonic process. According to Decker (1990), the American Dream
reflects “a hegemonic response to the modernizing world between approximately 1890 to
1940” (p. 8).
The American Dream is a weaver of divergent ideologies. The ideological
deconstruction of the American Dream links it to the consolidation of bourgeois hegemony in
the United States during the twentieth century, while concealing the power relations of race
and gender. In what ways does the American Dream mask the social contradictions of gender,
race, and class? In what ways are the characters summoned by this ideology? The American
Dream represses historical memory and simplistically lays out the political landscape in
which we reside. In what ways do the characters collude with and resist this Dream?
Decker notes that in April 1891, the “American frontier,” considered “virgin land,”
was officially closed to homesteaders. The Homestead Act of 1862, which permitted citizens
to purchase 160 acres of public land for $10.00, increased domestic markets westward and
offered a space for immigrant and working class populations, who lived in overcrowded
urban centers, to move westward. During this thirty-year period, the “frontier” was
considered an agricultural utopia that absorbed surplus labor. As industrial capitalism
flourished, farmers switched to “cash crops”:
Controlled by private corporations, the new technologies came to be enemies of the
farmer; steep rates for elevator storage, for railroad transport, for middleman
services, claimed the better part of his harvests, even in years of bumper crops.
Overmortgaged, overcapitalized, overmechanized, independent farmers even on the
fertile plains increasingly felt the chill winds of financial disaster in the very place
once promised as a New World garden. (Trachtenberg, 1982, pp. 20-21)
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Three years after the U.S. government closed the “frontier,” Frederick Jackson Turner
presented his essay, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” to the American
Historical Association. The paper outlines the project of U.S. nation-state formation. Decker
contends that
Turner’s thesis initiates the formation of what becomes the modem American
Dream—an ideology that displays one or more of the following contradictions: a
repression of class conflict amidst the consolidation of industrial capitalism, a desire
for an Edenic ‘New World’ without the threat of women (or Eve), and, an absence of
racial antagonism in the wake of near Indian genocide and [Black] slavery, (p. 58)
Turner’s “frontier thesis” is a dominant race and class response to the crises of modernity in
the United States. The frontier represents a space to legitimatize the establishment of U.S.
nationhood and unify national identity, the process of Americanization. In his 1903 essay,
“Contributions of the West to American Democracy, Turner proclaimed that “it was,
therefore, in the West, as it was in the period before the Declaration of Independence, that the
struggle for a democratic development first revealed itself, and in that area the essential ideals
of American democracy had already appeared” (p. 248, as cited in Decker, 1990). The
frontier became a place of no history, empty of civilizations and people, according to Turner,
“a meeting point between savagery and civilization.” His thesis naturalizes the social
construction of women and Indigenous peoples in the Dream and masks the historical
conflicts of gender, class, and race relations.
Joan Penzenstadler (1989) notes that
during the nineteenth century, although westward-moving Americans may have felt
that they were bringing order into an empty wilderness, in fact they were rolling into
and over established civilizations—not only [N]ative-American cultures but also the
two-century-old agrarian society developed in the Southwest by Mexicans descended
from Spaniards and [Native] Americans, (p. 160)

During the first decades of the twentieth century, la frontera or the border was of great
geopolitical importance for many Mexicans, who fled Mexico during the repressive and
violent Diaz regime and the revolution. In many cases, Chicana/o literature deals with both
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sides of lafrontera because of historical circumstances. Penzenstadler (1989) speculates:
“What would America be without the Dream?...If there had been no [B]lacks, [N]ative
American, or Hispanics from whom Anglos could differentiate themselves, how would the
American character haven been delineated?” (p. 177). Mexican American literature questions
the “Anglo American Dream—not only as to whether it is attainable by Mexican-Americans
but as to whether it is worth attaining at all” (p. 177). Many documented and undocumented
Mexican immigrants trade in one form of oppression for another at the U.S./Mexico border.
The American Dream is a White dream: it speaks to the hopes and dreams of
“voluntary immigrants” (Ogbu, 1991), who are generally, although not always, White.
Paradoxically, American reality contradicts the American Dream. Public education is part of
this dream. Conventional wisdom about education reminds us that the U.S. class system is
permeable, and social mobility is available to those who take advantage of this equalizing
system. The American Dream is a pie that is ever-expanding: a piece of the social pie is for
the taking, and with effort and hard work, the slice increases, not affecting someone else’s
portion. Critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature nudges the reader from this
social sleep; it is an invitation to read class, race, and gender as a way to deconstruct and
reconstruct historically and sociopolitically created U.S. power relations.

The Researcher in the Study
Our past and present social locations have implications for where and how we might
take action in challenging existing power relations. Bronwyn Davies (1999) maintains that it
is imperative for researchers to be aware of their historical, social, and discursive constitution
and its influence on their work: Our social location shapes the questions we ask as well as the
questions we deem “askable.” I identify as a White, Portuguese American woman of
peasant-, working-, and middle-class background. Francisco X. Alarcon’s comments about
poetry ring true for my research process: “I believe that every poet is really writing one long
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poem, and that long poem is his or her life. And, like everything we do in life, it is all
connected” (Basurto, 2002, p. 6). By situating my research in my life story, I notice parallel
developments: how my life contains evidence of how power is exercised and how my social
memberships attest to the power relations of class, race, and gender. My life experiences both
with classism and ethnic bigotry and my understandings of the historical, discursive,
sociopolitical dimensions of literacy led me to this study. I take my role as a scholar and
author seriously because ethnic and class oppression is, in many ways, “the imposition of
silence” (Espada, 1996) because I was not bom into the “privilege of speaking and writing
with authority” (Behar, 1993). In addition, I am critically conscious of my role in knowledge
construction.
My dissertation research provides me with a space to say that class matters and
“writing about class is to write about power relationships as they really are, in their
nakedness, and so to write about how this system actually works” (Espada, 1996, p. 49).
Because of my experience of living in two different economies (the predominately agrarian
economy of the Azores and the capitalist system of the United States) and my multiple class
experiences, the social processes of class are significantly visible to me.
During post-baccalaureate anthropological studies and research, I began to think and
research poststructurally, even though I did not know it at the time. I constructed a history of
the Azorean economic rites of passage before I began my study on the socio-economic
implications of Portugal’s entry into the European Community (EC). In this study, my goal
was to expose the layers of decision-making and the ramifications of the EC membership for
a small agrarian community in Sao Miguel, Agores, especially the translation of EC
agricultural policies and practices onto an insular economy and ecology. The issue of how
power was exercised at this historical moment was my charge. My professional experience
and graduate studies broadened my lens to include an analysis of how class works with race
and gender.
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My professional collaborations with teachers in public school settings in the United
States helped me formulate my initial questions about the literary category of multicultural
children’s literature. My goal as a teacher educator was to incorporate books that reflected the
cultural composition of the community I worked in as well as support teachers in critical
multicultural pedagogy. Many teachers embraced the literature as if it took care of all other
pedagogical considerations. My professional experiences demonstrate that what teachers need
to embrace is critical multicultural teaching and not just multicultural stories. The issue at
hand is not just what children read but also how they read (Hunt, 1992).
As a doctoral student, I conducted an ethnographic study of an undergraduate
children's literature course I taught (Botelho, 1997b). I examined the role of critical
multiculturalism and children's literature in facilitating critical consciousness in the
participants. My findings confirmed my professional observations: The literature functioned
as invitations to cross cultural borders, but it was the multiple speech events (the pedagogy)
that let in multiple discourses. The text collection of my dissertation research permits me to
cross cultural borders, while illuminating similarities between my heritage and the Mexican
American migrant experience, in many cases, defined by socioeconomic class.
In many ways, my cultural and immigrant experiences strongly connect me to the
Mexican American migrant experience. My family immigrated in 1969 to Cambridge,
Massachusetts in an attempt to move away from their poverty in Sao Miguel, Ac^ores. Earning
a living in another economy offered my family freedom from their debts left behind in our
“homeisland” as well as afforded us with a host of new possibilities. As voluntary
immigrants, we were free to dream the American Dream of equality, justice, and prosperity.
Consequently, my family immigrated into an urban landscape and into a new form of
poverty; they were exploited as workers in factories and in the service sector. My parents and
siblings worked and worked, but they were not adequately compensated or rewarded for their
hard work. They did the invisible work, the work that U.S. society does not value, assembly
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line and cleaning work. Being the youngest of my family, I learned from an early age that
education was the only way out of this system of exploitation, an interpellation of the
American Dream.
Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) states that when conducting research across cultural
lines or within underrepresented cultures, it is imperative that the researchers acknowledge
the power relations imbedded in the research space. She claims that researchers have “the
power to distort, to make invisible, to overlook, to exaggerate and to draw conclusions, based
not on factual data, but on assumptions, hidden value judgements (sic), and often downright
misunderstandings” (p. 176). Despite my strong connections with the Mexican American
migrant agricultural workers (because of my immigrant, bicultural, bilingual, and multiple
class experiences), there are gaps in my understanding of history and the current
sociopolitical circumstances of Mexican American migrant agricultural labor system. These
blind spots certainly come out of the White privilege that I have benefited from as a European
American, as well as the more secure circumstances of the working-class experience. My
family was poorly compensated for their work, but for the most part, their work was
relatively stable, whereas migrant labor is not because it is tied to seasonal conditions. Even
though my family and I experienced discrimination because we were linguistically and
ethnically different, I also learned how to “blend in” because of my racial identity: I “passed”
as an Irish American because my face was sprinkled with many freckles and my hair was
auburn. For this research project, I immersed myself in the research of Mexican American
historians, literary theorists, and social scientists, as well as other research on the Mexican
American migrant experience. I am committed to filling in the gaps of my knowledge about
Mexican and Mexican American histories, the history of Mexican American representation in
children’s literature, and the present socioeconomic circumstances of U.S. migrant labor. This
will be an ongoing process.
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My research demands a recasting of the past and a retheorizing of the present, bell
hooks (1989) argues that as researchers, we have to reflect upon the purpose and use of our
research: “When we write about the experiences of a group to which we do not belong, we
should think about the ethics of our action, considering whether or not our work will be used
to reinforce and perpetuate domination” (p. 43). My goal is to make visible how the power
relations of class, race, and gender figure largely in the Chicana/o migrant experience.
All research requires reflexivity, and in this study, I advocate for “writing against
culture” (Abu-Lughod, 1991, p. 157, my emphasis), that is, writing to disrupt bounded, static,
and ahistorical notions of culture. Mexican Americans are a diverse cultural group with
multiple histories, pasts shaped by different power relations. Like Lila Abu-Lughod (1991), I
argue for the following “textual strategies”: critically analyzing practice and discourse;
making historical and sociopolitical connections and interconnections between those we
study and us as social scientists; and writing “ethnographies of the particular” that challenge
“apolitical” descriptions, which privilege microanalysis over the macro processes that shape
the “microinteractions” (pp. 147-151). Writing against culture disturbs the “homogeneity,
coherence, and timelessness” (p. 154) imbedded in the concept of culture.
Just as the author and reader of children’s literature are constituted through the
ideological dimensions of discourses circulating in society and text, so is the researcher.
While insider researchers have access to more culturally specific discourses, it does not
necessarily mean they are the only ones suited to research and write about the nuances of
their cultural experience. The researcher is also tied to institutional systems which shape all
discourses at all times in any given culture (Foucault, 1984). The institutional discursive
practices are central to the definition of researcher as are the historical and sociopolitical
particularities of her culture. Focusing solely on the social identities of the researcher is
adhering to the notion that an individual and/or a culture is the only source of meaning in the
research project. Cultural themes and meanings come from specific historical, sociopolitical.
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and power circumstances evident in the ideological sedimentation of language. Examining
the discursive threads imbedded in research is a way to locate the discourses that are
deployed into research writing. Discourses are linked to social practices and institutions, and
an awareness of this connection exposes and interrupts research that maintains and
reproduces current power relations.

Significance of the Study
All literature contains evidence of how our society is organized and children’s
literature is no exception. Mary Lystad’s (1980) historical research of children’s literature
confirms the assertion that children’s books are useful tools for telling us about the
underlying assumptions of the time they were published. Children’s books offer windows into
society because they are “reflections of historically bound ideologies” (McGillis, 1996).
Literary texts reproduce dominant ideologies, emerging from a particular place and time. The
ideological dimensions of books become part of the way we read the world.
Critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature opens a window into society
and reveals a space where children can meet people across lines of social difference as well
as question the social construction of difference. Terry Eagleton (1996) maintains that
literary works...are forms of perception, particular ways of seeing the world; and as
such they have a relation to that dominant way of seeing the world which is the
‘social mentality’ or ideology of an age. That ideology, in turn, is the product of the
concrete social relations into which [people] enter at a particular time and place; it is
the way those [power] relations are experienced, legitimized and perpetuated, (p. 6)
By examining historical, sociopolitical, economic, cultural, and textual issues in literature, we
participate in critical multicultural analysis, thus illuminating the process that enables readers
to take control over the text, and, by extension, their worlds.
Critical multicultural analysis brings class into the critical dialogue on gender and
race. Like culture, class is one the most difficult concepts to define in the English language
because it crosses many disciplines, all of which give it different meanings (Day, 2001). In
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fact, many times the definitions of culture and class conflate. Class is almost always ignored
in the contemporary critical discourse of “race, class, and gender.” Wendy Brown (1995)
notes that the presentation of the “multiculturalist mantra, ‘race, class, gender, and sexuality”’
(p. 61) is generally associated with a silence about class. It is an overlooked social construct,
a cultural tag-along. Since we live in a capitalist, class-based society, readers need to develop
critical tools to analyze how class ideologies work with race and gender ideologies, and how
they get translated into the text and images of children’s books. I believe a classed approach
to the study of children’s literature, or all literature for that matter, requires us to rethink
many of the most fundamental assumptions about childhood, reading, writing, literature,
genres, power, and social justice and change.
A poststructural definition of class grounds critical multicultural analysis. Class, with
race and gender, is power and power is class, race, and gender. My definition moves away
from a traditional Marxian view that power is already in place, emanating from the top-down,
disallowing microanalysis of the macro, to a process of becoming (Gibson-Graham, Resnick
& Wolff, 2000). Thus class power is not stable; it is unfixed and changeable. Critical
multicultural analysis locates the social processes of class relations in text and demonstrates
how they work with race and gender, because “power as a force is void until it is performed,
transformed, and translated” (Gibson-Graham, Resnick & Wolff, 2000, p. 12).
This study will reveal the power relations imbedded in books about Mexican
American migrant farmworkers. The representation of Mexican American migrant
farmworkers in children’s literature has increased over the past 15 years, making visible a
group that has been previously rendered invisible in the U.S. landscape. Several of these
titles, deemed exemplary contributions to “multicultural children’s literature,” have garnered
many book awards and have been recommended in booklists that endorse multicultural
understanding. My literature review and preliminary research shows that classifying stories
about migrant farmworkers under the literary category of multicultural children’s literature
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further marginalizes this population by portraying their social circumstances as private,
personal, and cultural. Many of these books affirm the family, their resilience and ingenuity,
and deep commitment to each other. These are ways that collaborative power is exercised,
while at the same time, bringing the reader up close to the hardships they endure.
Consequently, the stories leave these socioeconomic circumstances with the family, in many
ways, unlinked to the power relations of class, race, and gender.
Critical multicultural analysis creates a space for adults and children alike to
recognize their discursive constitution, as well as functioning as a site for resistance,
subversion, and transformation of dominant ideologies. Reading class, race, and gender in
children’s literature leads to reading how power is exercised in society. It calls into question
the subject positions offered by the dominant discourses deployed into children’s books. A
critical multicultural analysis of books about Mexican American migrant farmworkers shows
how power is exercised and circulated in these stories by looking at how story characters
dominate, collude, resist, and show agency, while disrupting the social myth of the American
Dream.

Limitations of the Study
While I will be examining the power relations of class, race, and gender and how
they work together, my goal is to foreground how class gets rendered in text. My theoretical
framework may sometimes amplify social class processes over the power relations of race
and gender. This is not a value statement; it is the purpose of my study to make class visible
in text, and by extension, in U.S. society.
Class, race, and gender are some of the ways we organize ourselves as a society to
privilege some people or groups over others. These social constructs also work with other
socially constructed differences such as sexual orientation, ability, and age. While these
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social identities also warrant close analysis, they are beyond the scope of this critical
multicultural study.
Another limitation is that I am looking at the specific conditions of the Mexican
American agricultural migrant worker as depicted in children’s literature. Migrant workers
are one group within the Mexican American experience. Even though Mexican American
migrant workers are becoming more visible in children’s literature because of the historical
and sociopolitical specificity of the Mexican American migrant agricultural work experience,
my findings cannot be generalized to all Mexican Americans. While there might be some
similarities between the migrant experience of Mexican Americans and other cultural groups
and their attempt to leave “poverty behind” (Jimenez, 1997, p. 1), my book collection and
research speaks particularly to the Mexican American migrant experience.
My text collection, consisting of 25 children’s and young adult books, was published
between 1992 and 2003.1 considered the publishing activity between 1988 and 2003 because
I was interested in examining a 15-year period, but no books about Chicana/o migrant
farmworkers were published during these four years prior to 1992. The publishing of
“multicultural children’s literature” increased in the early 1990s. Alma Flor Ada (2003)
contends that the number of books published by Latino authors is a small portion of the
amount of books published annually, but “it is noteworthy that most of them have been
published since 1990” (p. 46). I have not included Light on the River, by Jane Resh Thomas,
illustrated by Michael Dooling, and published by Hyperion in 1994, in my analysis because it
is out-of-print. Worthy of notice is that several reprints of earlier publications about Mexican
American migrant workers have emerged: A Long Time Coming (1954), by Phyllis A.
Whitney, published in large print by Center Point Publishers in 2002; ...y no se lo trago la
tierra....And the Earth Did Not Devour Him, by Tomas Rivera (1971), published by Arte

Publico in 1995; and, Maldonado Miracle (1986), by Theodore Taylor, published by
Harcourt Children’s Books in 2003. Rivera’s bilingual text is in its third edition. It won the
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first national award for Chicano literature in 1970. The latter two reprinted titles are now
feature films. I have not included all of these reprints in my analysis, because their original
publishing dates were prior to 1988, the starting point of my investigation. However, I have
included Rivera’s text because of its literary, cultural, and historical significance. Because I
am not fluent in Spanish, I did not analyze Spanish vocabulary, bilingual texts, and complete
translations, therefore, not taking up discursive issues imbedded in the codeswitching and
translation processes.
My focus is on realistic fiction and nonfiction. While I have consulted several
biographies of Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta, key organizers of the United Farm Workers
movement, I decided not to include these books in this study. I am particularly interested in
how realistic and nonfiction narratives “tell a story” about a community of Chicana/o
migrant agricultural workers, whereas biographies oftentimes focus on individuals extracted
from their communities (Kohl, 1995c).

Assumptions and Theoretical Framework
I bring particular assumptions about literature, authors, reading, and readers to the
critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature. I believe that all literature is a cultural
and historical product, emerging from a particular place and time, and reflecting particular
cultural and temporal contexts. Stories are social constructs offering a selective version of
reality, told from a particular focalization or viewpoint. Authors position readers to respond
in particular ways through the decisions they make about language use, point of view, and
other literary devices. Therefore, the writing, illustrating, and publishing of children’s books
are shaped by its historical and sociopolitical context.
Reading is shaped by the reader in conjunction with many sociopolitical influences
upon that reader. The critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature takes into
consideration the institutional and social practices that shape our reading, the power relations
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involved and their implications for social justice. Roderick McGillis (1996) maintains that all
reading is political, and that critical analysis functions in two ways:
“(1) to set out clearly the political or ideological position of the text one is reading, and (2) to
clarify one’s own ideological position” (p.103). Finally, readers will feel included or
excluded depending on the author’s presentation and the sociopolitical context, both of the
book and the environment in which the reading is taking place.
Ruth B. Moynihan (1988) argues: “Stories told or written for children are often
indicators of the dominant values within a society. Various times and cultures reveal various
attitudes, not only toward children but also toward life and society” (p. 93). Therefore,
readers must examine texts to understand the sociopolitical dimensions and worldviews that
underlie the words, the images. Without critical multicultural analysis, the reader
unquestioningly interprets the language of texts as the way things are, that is, as reality, as
truth.
This historical and sociopolitical turn toward critical multicultural analysis helps us
to see that the literary canon itself is a social construction: literary texts are complex
intertextual weavings that refer to other literary and nonliterary; and authors, as well as
readers, are discursively and socially constructed by their own historical, social, political, and
economic contexts. Reading is a sociopolitical activity.
Critical multicultural analysis is about opening a space for agency as readers make
sense of texts. This space is where social constructions are challenged and new ways of being
and organizing society are actively deconstructed and reconstructed. Our challenge as readers
is not to reproduce dominant readings but to interrupt them. Critical multicultural analysis of
children’s literature equips the reader with strategies to unmask dominant ideology, integrate
what they know about themselves with what they learn about others, and translate their
reading and thinking into social action. Children’s literature can be a tool for creating a
historical, sociopolitical imagination in young and adult readers.
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My theoretical framework builds on my initial research (Botelho, 1998) on the
discourses imbedded in multicultural children’s literature and critical literacy, as well as on
my book project with Masha K. Rudman (Botelho & Rudman, forthcoming). Rudman’s
(1995) work on the issues approach to children’s literature and Sonia Nieto’s (1999, 2000,
2002) research on multicultural education have greatly contributed to the foundation of
critical multicultural analysis. Rudman argues for a critical reading of the social issues such
as gender and heritage. Nieto advocates for multicultural education that is antiracist/classist/sexist, basic, critical education for all students, which is pervasive and dynamic,
centered on social justice imperatives.
Like some social scientists, I consider children’s literature as social transcripts.
Sherry Ortner (1991) claims that the great U.S. ethnography is in the form of literature.
Maxine Greene (1988) refers to literature as “an encounter with the text [that] relates very
closely to the experience of qualitative research, since it makes so very clear that the meaning
of any situation is always a meaning for particular human beings with different locations in
the world” (p. 184). Critical anthropology (Abu-Lughod, 1991; Behar, 1993; Dirks, Eley &
Ortner, 1994; Goode & Maskovsky, 2001; McLaren, 1999; Moss, 2003; Ortner, 1991, 1994,
1998) and critical ethnography (Carspecken, 1996; Goodall, 2000) contribute to a complex
reading of children’s literature because critical anthropological practices show the complex
workings of culture and demonstrate that cultural themes come from power relations, rooted
in particular historical and sociopolitical conditions.
The political criticism of Terry Eagleton (1996) grounds critical multicultural
analysis. He maintains that literary theory is a political endeavor. He advocates for literary
study that is grounded in democratic impulses. He argues that literature is a social construct
that is historically, sociopolitically, and discursively rooted in social ideologies that maintain
power relations. The critical literary criticism of children’s literature by Peter Hollindale
(1988/1992), Peter Hunt (1992), Roderick McGillis (1996), Lissa Paul (1998), and John
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Stephens (1992) greatly contribute to my theoretical framework. These literary theorists bring
Eagleton’s understandings about literature and literary theory to children’s literature, as well
as draw on critical discourse analysis.
Michel Foucault’s (1972; 1980) definitions of discourse (which James Gee [1999]
draws from), knowledge, and power further ground critical multicultural analysis. His
genealogical work reveals how power structures shape and change the boundaries of “truth.”
Thus Foucault notes that truth is no longer unchanging and universal, but the perpetual object
of appropriation and domination. The feminist poststructuralism of Bronwyn Davies (1999;
2000) and Chris Weedon (1997) bring feminist thought to Foucault’s work. Their research on
subjectivity and agency are important contributions to critical multicultural analysis. The
critical discourse analysis of Norman Fairclough (1989, 1992), James Paul Gee (1999, 2001a
& b), and Allan Luke (1995, 2002) demonstrate how language, power, social groups, and
social practices work together. Their work highlights how language use or discursive
practices are implicated in social practices and processes.
The New Literacy Studies of David Bloome (1987, 1989), Colin Lankshear (1997),
and Brian Street (1993, 1995) move away from the concept of literacy as an autonomous
activity to literacy as an ideological activity, shaped by historical and sociopolitical
circumstances in which it takes place. The critical pedagogy of Paulo Freire (1970/1985),
Colin Lankshear and Peter McLaren (1993), and Ira Shor (1992) creates the circumstances to
enact critical literacy, leading students to “read” their sociopolitical situation. Critical literacy
offers tools for students to examine how society exercises power over who they are and what
they want to become. Two volumes edited by Sandy Muspratt, Allan Luke, and Peter
Freebody (1997) and Barbara Comber and Anne Simpson (2001) focus on the application of
critical literacy in classrooms across educational contexts and political borders. These
theorists contribute to the theoretical framework that underpins my approach to literary study,
a critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature. Literary theories are ideological
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(Eagleton, 1996). I use critical multicultural analysis as a way to clarify and ground my
theoretical/sociopolitical position.

Mapping the Dissertation
Even though I am committed to reading class alongside race and gender, I have
decided to title this dissertation Reading Class. I am drawn to this title for five reasons:
Reading class conjures images of a quiet, individual, and cognitive activity, extracted from
the historical, sociopolitical circumstances where the reading is taking place. For me, reading
is enmeshed in historical U.S. power relations. Secondly, my focus is making social class
visible in text, especially since it plays a critical role in racism and sexism. I am committed to
“reading class” and how it works with the power relations of race and gender; these systems
are entangled. Subsequently, I am also interested in moving away from a systemic
conceptualization of class, where we leave all social problems at the “doorsteps of
Capitalism,” to thinking about class as social processes between people at home, at work, and
within their community. This shift creates a space for “envisioning] local and proximate
socialisms” (Gibson-Graham, 1996, p. 264). Thirdly, reading class leads to a deeper
understanding of the power relations of race and gender. In addition, I am drawn to this title
because it calls attention to the reading class or echelon of book reviewers, who view
literature as an aesthetic document, devoid of historical, sociopolitical, and discursive
considerations (Reese, 2000). Reading Class disrupts these individualistic, decontextualized,
and bounded notions of reading, power, and literary study, and reveals the historical and
sociopolitical influences on text construction and consumption. Lastly, reading class
foregrounds the role that language plays in these social processes. Class matters in the U.S.
context.
The theoretical constructs of discourse, ideology, subject positions, power (see
Chapter 3), and genealogical analysis (see Chapter 2) map out this dissertation. The
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processes of deconstruction and reconstruction characterize this research and writing, in
many ways, challenging the dissertation discourse: This dissertation disrupts power in the text
collection, as well as in the dissertation genre, which can naturalize dominant ideologies. My
dissertation is an articulation of my theoretical framework of critical multicultural analysis: I
theorize practice and practice theory within these pages by denaturalizing discourses.
Like Foucault (1977), I believe that “theory does not express, translate, or serve to
apply practice: it is practice’’ (p. 208). In my application of critical multicultural analysis, I
have been careful to consider what subject positions (i.e., sociopolitical possibilities for being
in the world) are the theories and research practices that I align myself with. The critical
multicultural analysis employed in this study is in fact inseparable from how this dissertation
is constructed: I have tried to “live” these theories within these pages. Whenever possible I
have used verbs in my chapter titles to call attention to the social and dynamic construction of
this dissertation. In writing this dissertation, I tried to reject the current system of
“truth/power” and to resist being its instrument by creating new ways of knowing that lead to
new ways of being in the world; it is a dismantling and “decolonizing” (Tejeda, Espinoza, &
Gutierrez, 2003) of the historical, sociopolitical scaffolding that I have lived. Critical
multicultural analysis is a reflexive process situating the research process and interrogating
my participation in constructing knowledge. The dissertation is mapped as follows:
Chapter 2 redefines the concept of culture and offers a genealogical analysis of the
literature category of multiculturalism in children’s literature by historicizing the
developments that led to the literary category of multicultural children’s literature. The
scholarship of multicultural children’s literature is taken up and the implicit definitions of this
category are deconstructed. By deconstructing the discourse of multicultural children’s
literature, I analyze discursive threads of otherness, self-esteem imbedded in this discourse, as
well as uncover the cultural issues of invisibility and silence. Finally, I insert class alongside
race and gender in the reading of power in children’s literature.
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Chapter 3 theorizes critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature. The
methodology for this study is explicated in this chapter. The theoretical constructs of
discourse, ideology, subjectivity, and power are considered. I theorize a power continuum
that shows how characters exercise power across many contexts and subjectivities. These
power positions are subject positions offered by the text. Critical multicultural analysis is
articulated as a multilayered lens: historical, sociopolitical, and textually based.
Chapter 4 “recontextualizes” (Moss, 2003) Mexican American representation in
children’s literature by historicizing and placing migrant labor in a sociopolitical context; by
historicizing and contextualizing within sociopolitical circumstances the depiction of
Mexican Americans in children’s literature. I consider the genres of realistic fiction, picture
books, and “nonfiction” narratives and how they shape how the stories get told, as well as the
reading expectations associated with them. They are socially made. I also take up the
discursive construction of characters. Lastly, I discuss the ideological implications of the
story’s closure and how it further shapes the reading of the book.
Chapter 5 continues with the critical multicultural analysis of the text collection. I
discuss some of the publishing practices for the past 15 years and organize the analysis by
genre (e.g., nonfiction narratives, picture books, and realistic fiction) and cultural themes. I
conduct critical multicultural analyses of representative texts to demonstrate how power is
exercised across of continuum domination, collusion, resistance, and agency.
Chapter 6 examines the sociopolitical and pedagogical implications of the findings
and invites the reader to further research these issues so the theorization of power can be
deepened. I revisit the research process and take up some of the possibilities, challenges, and
dilemmas of critical multicultural analysis to capture the dynamism of the research process as
a space for recasting research guided by social justice impulses.
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CHAPTER II
A GENEALOGY OF MULTICULTURALISM IN CHILDREN’S LITERATURE:
CONTEXTUALIZING THE LITERATURE REVIEW
“Americans see us as one big, brown group who are good for only manual labor.”
-Miguel (p. 187)
Esperanza Rising

by Pam Munoz Ryan

Literature reviews invite the researcher to examine what has been said about a
particular topic. I believe this kind of activity extracts or decontextualizes the scholarly
conversation from historical and sociopolitical factors. Instead I have decided to do a
genealogical analysis of multiculturalism in children’s literature, which in many ways,
demonstrates how multiculturalism is conceived and constituted in the U.S. society.
Genealogical analysis as created by Michel Foucault (1977) goes beyond historical
inquiry. It shows the instability of events and not the culmination of events; it speaks to the
specificity of those events as manifestations of struggle among power relations. Genealogy
embraces the conflicts and contradictions, speaks to the constituting subject, and traces who
and/or what is responsible for that emergence. Genealogical work makes visible the contests
and struggles over the system of rules. It reveals events to be a product of a multiplicity of
processes and to be located in a complex field of relations. Genealogical analysis proceeds in
two dimensions: a deconstruction of events as well as a reconstruction of associated relations
to this event. Genealogical analysis opens up a space for speculation and dialogue. Histories
are socially constructed and products of cultural assumptions. Genealogical work
“[dislodges].. .a whole series of assumptions about what culture is and how it works” (Dirks,
Eley, & Ortner, 1994, p. 6).
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Genealogical analysis grounds the literature reviews of multiple definitions of
culture, the history of multiculturalism in children’s literature, the sociopolitical context of
children’s literature, the scholarship of multicultural children’s literature, and reading the
intersectionality of class, gender, and race in children’s literature. These literature reviews
inform this study.
Literary theory and criticism is bound to the culture it examines. According to Dean
Franco (1997), “Criticism works to unify, consolidate, and naturalize a ‘distilled’ culture—
distilled in the sense that it intensifies culture at the same time it reduces culture” (p. 119).
Critical multicultural analysis of race, gender, and class ideologies in children’s literature
reveals the historical and sociopolitical dimensions of culture.

Redefining Culture
Culture is one of the most complex words in the English language (Eagleton, 2000).
By looking at the assumptions implied over time in multiple definitions of culture, I discern
how these meanings have had a hold on how we as a society understand social difference and
the literary category of multicultural children’s literature.
Raymond Williams (1958/1983) contends that the term “culture” came about initially
as an interruption to the Industrial Revolution. In this function, it served to call attention to “a
mode of human experience and activity which the progress of society seemed increasingly to
deny” (Williams, 1958/1983, p. 39). In other words, the concept of culture represented a
response to the idea that society is made up of only mechanistic, market-based transactions,
“with ‘cash payment as the sole nexus’” (p. 83). Thus culture referred to the “spirit” of a
people, to the genius of an artist, and to art itself.
According to Williams, the current usage of the term culture and the focus on
different cultures as the object of academic study emerged together in the late 18th and early19th centuries. Before this period, culture was associated with “the ‘tending of natural
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growth,’ and then, by analogy, a process of human training” (p. xvi). The meaning shifted
from the culture of a social process to the idea of a culture. Implicit in this new understanding
are the following meanings: (1) “a general state or habit of,” (2) “the general state of
intellectual development, in the society as a whole,” (3) “the general body of the arts,” and
(4) “a whole way of life” (p. xvi). The latter meaning, “a whole way of life,” is what became
a theoretical construct and analytical tool for the discipline of anthropology.
In Primitive Culture, anthropologist E. B. Tylor (1871/1958) defined culture as “the
complex whole” of values, customs, beliefs and practices which make up the lifeways of a
particular group. Tylor’s definition does not take into account power differentials and
domination. Culture as “the complex whole” is a mismatch with our complex world of all
kinds of social formations—transnational networks, hybridized identities, and the like. We
need to situate cultural analysis within larger analyses of sociopolitical contexts and
processes. Eagleton (1996) argues that people
do not live by culture alone...the vast majority of them throughout history have been
deprived of the chance of living by it at all, and those few who are [privileged] to live
by it now are able to do so because of the labour of those who do not. Any cultural or
critical theory which does not begin from this single most important fact, ...is in my
view unlikely to be worth very much. There is no document of culture which is not
also a record of barbarism, (p. 187)
Children’s literature too is a product of culture and evidence of power relations; it is a social
transcript of the power relations of class, race, and gender.
In his book, The Idea of Culture, Eagleton (2000) makes a plea for the importance of
politics in any construct of culture: politics and culture are bound up together. Placing a text
within its sociopolitical context opens up the dominant cultural assumptions imbued in its
language and illustrations. Eagleton further comments that the shift from literary to
sociopolitical analysis is not incompatible, since these fields are linked by the idea of
subjectivity. He argues that “culture means the domain of social subjectivity—a domain
which is wider than ideology but narrower than society, less palpable than the economy but
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more tangible than Theory” (p. 39). The definition of culture which readers align themselves
with shapes their reading in particular ways, and certainly influences what they see and deem
worthy of notice and analysis. An alignment with a more complex view of culture
repositions readers as creators and researchers of language, literature, literacy, and society.
Critical multicultural analysis builds on Clifford Geertz’s (1973) understanding of
culture which historically views human social life as symbolic and meaning-making; it is “a
web of meaning” encoded in a culture’s symbolic forms such as language and literature.
Ortner (1994) maintains that Geertz’s great contribution to the theoretical construct of culture
is that
culture is not something locked inside people’s heads, but rather is embodied in
public symbols, symbols though which the members of a society communicate their
worldview, value-orientations, ethos, and all the rest to one another, future
generations....Culture is a product of acting social beings trying to make sense of the
world in which they find themselves, and if we are to make sense of a culture, we
must situate ourselves in the position from which it was constructed, (pp. 374-275)
A Geertzian concept of culture invites us to read culture as text for its underlying
assumptions, while Marietta Saravia-Shore and Steven F. Arvizu’s and Brian Street’s
explications highlight its dynamism.
Saravia-Shore and Arvizu’s (1992) and Street’s (1996) definitions of culture as a
verb demonstrate that culture is a historical and sociopolitical process. Saravia-Shore and
Arvizu maintain that culture is a “dynamic, creative, and continuous process” (p. xvii). Like
Street, they further define it as the active interaction of opposing systems of values, beliefs,
practices, norms, conventions, and power relations, which have been shaped by the
sociopolitical history of a nation in the interests of its privileged members.
Sonia Nieto (2000) defines culture as “the ever-changing values, traditions, social
and political relationships, and worldview created, shared, [negotiated], and transformed by a
group of people bound together by a combination of factors that can include a common
history, geographic location, language, social class, and religion” (p. 139). Like Nieto, I align
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myself with a definition of culture that sees culture as not static, isolated, permanent,
inflexible, or bounded by hard perimeters, but dynamic, relentlessly changing, and influenced
by historical, sociopolitical, and economic factors. Culture is thus learned and not
biologically determined, sociopolitically constructed, “porous” (Rosaldo, 1989), and always
dialectical. History and the workings of power such as domination, collusion, resistance, and
agency exist at its center.
Culture is a function of power and power is a function of culture. The power relations
of race, class, and gender are at the center of the construction of culture: they are historically
and sociopolitically bound. To try to separate culture from this interplay of power systems is
to suggest that racism, classism, and sexism do not exist or that these political forces do not
shape culture.
James Paul Gee’s definition of “Big D” Discourses inserts power relations and how
power is exercised into the meaning of culture. According to Gee (1999), Discourses are
“socially accepted associations among ways of using language [including reading and
writing], of thinking, valuing, acting, and interacting, in the ‘right’ places and at the ‘right’
times with the ‘right’ objects (associations that can be used to identify oneself as a member of
a socially meaningful group or ‘social network’)” (p. 17). Integrating Discourse into the
concept of culture injects the definition with the processes of how power is exercised, as well
as foregrounding diversity, multiple and shifting identities, contradictions, the sociopolitical
systems of class, gender, and race: it’s locating “large-scale ideological formations.”
Examining culture as a sociopolitical critique of these power networks makes visible how
race, class, and gender work in the U.S. context.
Ray McDermott and Herve Varenne (1995) claim that research must take into
account the cultural construction of institutional practices. In the case of the subject of this
dissertation, this means taking into account the publishing practices of children’s literature.
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Institutional hegemony is revealed when the resistance and action of underrepresented groups
and their allies are examined. In this shift in analysis, as McDermott and Varenne maintain,
the subject shifts from Them to Us, from what is wrong with them to what is wrong
with the culture that history has made a Them separate from an Us, from what is
wrong with them to what is wrong with the history that has made for all of us, from
what is wrong with them to what is right with them that they can tell us so well about
the world we have all inherited, (p. 345)
By examining the sociopolitical factors that contributed to the history of
multiculturalism in children’s literature, I retrace the institutional practices that led to the
history of underrepresentation of African Americans, Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans,
American Indians, Asian Americans, and others in children’s literature. In constructing a
genealogy of multicultural children’s literature, that is, a historical analysis of the power
relations and knowledge central in establishing the discourse of multicultural children’s
literature, the resistance and agency of these groups and their allies, as they demand
representation in children’s literature, are foregrounded.

The History of Multiculturalism in Children’s Literature
The Western notion of childhood dates back about 500 years. In historicizing
children’s literature, we can understand its sociopolitical shaping and purpose over time.
Developments in children’s literature parallel the development of the concept of childhood as
a social construction. In examining both the history of childhood and children’s literature, it
becomes clear that the literature aimed at children is linked with the social, political, and
economic ideologies of the time. Definitions of childhood vary throughout history, from
culture to culture, and across socioeconomic class. Building on the work of the French social
historian, Philippe Aries (1962), Karin Lesnik-Oberstein (1999) argues that ‘childhood’ and
‘family’ “function within cultural and social frameworks as carriers of changeable social,
moral, and ethical values and motives” (p. 17). Childhood has been socially constructed,
reflecting dominant cultural norms and expectations (Murray, 1998).
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Notions about childhood have greatly influenced what adults want children to know,
learn, and experience through literature. These notions emerge based on the socioeconomic
position of the child and family, in turn, shaping what is considered appropriate. Peter Hunt
(1996) argues that
what is regarded as a ‘good’ book might be ‘good’ in the sense which the currently
dominant literary/academic establishment prescribes; ‘good’ in terms of effectiveness
for education, language acquisition, or socialization/acculturization or for
entertainment for a specific child or group of children in general or specific
circumstances; or ‘good’ in some moral or religious or political sense; or ‘good’ in a
therapeutic sense, (p. 2)
Any definition of multicultural children’s literature, that is, literature about
underrepresented groups, is bound to the history of all literature and multicultural education,
and tied into trends in publishing. All literature is a cultural product. In the United States,
people of color were virtually invisible in children’s literature prior to the 1960s. When they
were rendered in text, for the most part, they were negatively and stereotypically represented.
The literary category of multicultural children’s literature developed out of this historical and
sociopolitical context (Larrick, 1965/1995; MacCann & Woodard, 1985; Osa, 1995; Rudman,
1976/1984/1995; Sims, 1982; Wader, 1997).
Charlemae Rollins, a librarian with the Chicago Public Library, compiled We Build
Together, an annotated bibliography of books about African Americans. The recommended

books were for elementary and high school students. The National Council of Teachers of
English published the first of three editions in 1941.
Reading Ladders for Human Relations, first published in 1947, is a booklist that grew

out of an American Council on Education sponsored project to find materials and techniques
for improving human relations, a goal of intergroup education, with an emphasis on
interracial harmony and interpersonal relations. Intergroup education devotes little attention
to power relations. These annotated bibliographies are organized in “ladder” themes,
“perhaps because [the editors] saw them as necessary steps to take along a continuum of ever-
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increasing contacts with others” (Tway, 1981, p. 3). The ladders include: growing into self,
relating to wide individual differences, interacting in groups, appreciating different cultures,
and coping in a changing world. Several editions were published over a 35-year span. These
booklists, used by teachers, librarians, and parents, promoted better human relations
dislocated from a historical, sociopolitical context.
In 1954, the social climate after the Supreme Court desegregation ruling in Brown v.
Board of Education forced mainstream publishing houses to confront their use of ethnic

stereotypes in children’s literature (Wader, 1997). African Americans were recruited to join
the field of publishing as authors, illustrators, and editors. The New York Public Library
began publishing an annual annotated bibliography. Books About Negro Life for Children. (In
1963, the title was changed to The Black Experience in Children’s Books.) This bibliography
was published intermittently until 1994, highlighting the expansion of multiethnic voices in
children’s literature. It was not until after Nancy Larrick’s (1965/1995) article, “The AllWhite World of Children’s Books,” which called national attention to this
underrepresentation that publishers took note of their racist practices of exclusion and
stereotyping. The rise of multiculturalism in children’s literature was a direct response central
to the historical and sociopolitical reality of American children’s literature.
From Nancy Larrick’s (1965/1995) survey of 5,000 trade books published for
children during 1962, 1963, and 1964, she found that only 6.7 percent of the books had one or
more Black characters. Many of these characters were featured as backdrop or rendered as
slaves, servants, sharecroppers, migrant or menial workers. If the institutionalized omission
of African Americans from children’s literature was not challenged and dealt with, Larrick
argued that “There seemjed] little chance of developing the humility so urgently needed for
world cooperation, instead of world conflict, as long as our children are brought up on gentle
doses of racism through their books” (p. 2). Larrick’s findings confirmed what the African
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American librarians Charlemae Rollins and Augusta Baker (Harris, 1993) had observed all
along.
It is important to note that Nancy Larrick did not initiate concern about the
invisibility of African Americans in children’s literature (Harris, 1993). According to Violet
Harris, Larrick’s efforts overshadowed the work of Virginia Lacy, Charlemae Rollins, and
Augusta Baker. What Larrick did do is use her social power to call attention to this
invisibility: she is a White person with strong connections to the library and publishing
worlds. The work of the Council on Interracial Books for Children (late 1960s through late
1980s), Masha K. Rudman’s Children’s Literature: An Issues Approach (1976), and Rudine
Sims’ [Bishop] Shadow and Substance (1982) called further attention to the biased practices
of publishers.
Multicultural children’s literature as a literary category emerged in the 1960s during
the Civil Rights Movement and the growing attention to multicultural education and teaching.
This body of literature is defined by its sociopolitical and temporal context, coinciding with
the expansion of the multicultural education movement. During the late 1960s and early
1970s, (the ethnic studies and multiethnic movements, the first two phases of multicultural
education) the African American community, frustrated with the slow pace of desegregation,
demanded more community control over their schools and infusion of Black history into the
curriculum (Banks, 1995).
As schools responded to the African American community’s demands, groups such
as Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans, Native Americans, and Asian Americans, who also
experienced institutionalized discrimination, placed pressure on schools for representation in
the curriculum and school life as well. According to James A. Banks (1995), it was during
this time that “a rich array of books, programs, curricula, and other materials that focused on
the histories and cultures of ethnic groups of color was edited, written, or reprinted” (p. 10).
In this next section I draw heavily on the historical sketch compiled by Rosa E. Warder
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(1997), featured in The New Press Guide to Multicultural Resources for Young Readers, and
Kathleen T. Horning and Ginny Moore Kruse’s (1991) chapter, “Looking into the Mirror:
Considerations Behind the Reflections.”
During the late 1960s and early 1970s, several organizations and awards were
founded to promote children’s literature that reflected underrepresented cultural groups. In
1967, the Council on Interracial Books for Children was started by a culturally diverse group
of writers, librarians, teachers, and parents to advocate for anti-racist children’s literature and
educational materials, and to create a forum for the sociopolitical analysis of children’s
books. They sponsored a contest for “Third World Writers.” (Walter Dean Myers, an African
American writer, won this contest in 1968 and published his first children’s book with a
mainstream publisher, Parent Magazine Press.)
In the mid-1970s, the Council expanded its mission to include the interrogation of
sexism, homophobia, ableism, ageism, classism, and language discrimination. Toward the
end of the 1970s, this organization published books on Indian stereotypes, human and anti¬
human values in children’s books, and guidelines for selecting bias-free textbooks and
storybooks. These guidelines were distributed to libraries, national teaching associations, and
other agencies and adults working with children. The Council’s list, “Ten Quick Ways to
Identify Racism and Sexism in Children’s Books,” is still used today. (Many books on the
theory and practice of multicultural education have included this list as a resource for
educators.) This group also produced filmstrips on unlearning stereotypes about Native
peoples and Puerto Ricans and on gender roles, for example. They also produced “Interracial
Books for Children Bulletin,” a quarterly publication and on occasion, bimonthly when the
Council published special issues. This publication focused on educational issues, critical
reviews of children’s literature and other teaching resources, and served as a gadfly to the
established publishing houses.
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During the 1970s and 1980s, many national organizations formed to promote
awareness about underrepresentation in curriculum materials and children’s literature: The
Japanese American Curriculum Project called attention to Asian American children’s books;
the REFORMA group of the American Library Association requested for authentic literature
by Latina/o authors; the Center for the Study of Books in Spanish for Children and
Adolescents at California State University, San Marcos, the only center of its kind in the
world; and, The Cooperative Children’s Book Center at the University of Wisconsin-Madison
has documented, since 1985, the number of books written or illustrated by artists of color,
containing characters of color, beginning with African American artists. During this time,
several new publishers opened for business: Lollypop Power Press, specializing in non-sexist
multicultural and bilingual picture books; Arte Publico Press, which focuses exclusively on
the U.S. Latina/o experience, with books in both English and Spanish; and, the Children’s
Book Press, publishing books about underrepresented groups and languages. The materials
available from these new publishers provided multiple perspectives, as well as story lines
where the characters of color were at the center of the story, and not simply in relation to
White society.
Several new annual awards emerged during the 1970s and 1980s, bringing authors
and illustrators of color into the fold. The Coretta Scott King Award, from American Library
Association, was established for authors and illustrators of African descent whose work
promote an understanding and appreciation of the “American Dream,” defined by Martin
Luther King Jr.’s work for peace and world brotherhood. The Carter G. Woodson Award,
from the National Council for Social Studies, encouraged treatment of topics related to ethnic
minorities and race relations. In the meantime, writers and illustrators of color were being
recognized for their work through mainstream awards: Tom Feelings became the first African
American artist to win a Caldecott Honor Award in 1972. Nicholasa Mohr became the first
Puerto Rican writer to win the Jane Addams Children’s Book Award in 1974. Virginia
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Hamilton was the first author of color to win the Newbery Medal award in 1975. Laurence
Yep was selected the first Chinese American author to receive a Newbery Honor Book Medal
in 1975. Leo and Diane Dillon become the first artists of color to earn the Caldecott Award
for their work in 1975. Ed Young became the first Chinese American to win the Caldecott
Award in 1990.
In 1985, the Cooperative Children’s Book Center, a children’s literature library of the
School of Education at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, began documenting the number
of books by and about African Americans. In 1994, the Center added Asian Pacific/Asian
Pacific Americans, American Indians, and Latinos to the list. The Center defines
multicultural literature as books by and about people of color. They publish an annual
publication, CCBC Choices, which outlines publishing statistics and provides an annotated
bibliography of noteworthy titles.
Oyate, a Native organization that focuses on the portrayal of Indigenous peoples in
the present and past, was founded in 1987 and incorporated in 1990. This group’s goal is for
all children to learn “the truth of history.” Their Web site offers text analyses of selected
books; a list of books to avoid; announcements of workshops to assist teachers to uncover
anti-Indian biases in children’s materials; and in-house publications including Through
Indian Eyes: The Native Experience in Books for Children, edited by Beverly Slapin and

Doris Seale, both founding members of Oyate. All of these organizations and awards mark
some of the ways underrepresented groups and their allies struggle for equality and equity
within the publishing world of children’s books.
In Joel Spring’s (2001) brief history of deculturalization, he documents the struggle
for educational equality within the Native American, African American, Latino American,
and Asian American communities, groups that have been historically silenced, and offers a
historical background for understanding the narrow definition of multiculturalism in
children’s literature. (He defines the process of deculturalization as a stripping away of one
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culture to replace with a dominant culture.) Many scholars of children’s literature (Harris,
1993, 1997; Huck et al., 2001; Mitchell, 2003; Norton, 1999; Temple et al., 2002; Tomlinson
& Lynch-Brown, 2002), building on the scholarship of Rudine Sims Bishop (1992; 1997;
with Cai, 1994), define multicultural children’s literature as literary works that focus on
African Americans, Native Americans, Latino Americans, and Asian Americans. These
cultural groups have been demeaned or rendered invisible both in literature and society.
Against this historical sketch, the definition of multicultural children’s literature developed
and became a truth (Foucault, 1980) through its pedagogical application (Cai & Bishop,
1994) and publishing practices (Ford, 1994). By using historical and sociopolitical lenses,
critical multicultural analysis problematizes children’s literature, reading, childhood, and the
enterprise of publishing children’s books.

The Sociopolitical Context of Children’s Literature
The publishing of children’s literature does not occur in a vacuum. Children's
literature is a social institution; it reflects our larger society. The writing, illustrating, and
publishing of children’s books are influenced by society whose institutions still discriminate
against individuals based on their race, ethnicity, class, gender, language, age, physical
ability, and sexual orientation. Critical multicultural analysis leads readers to “reading the
world” (Freire, 1970/1985), as Geertz (1983) argues, “To see social institutions, social
customs, social changes as in some sense “readable” is to alter our whole sense of what such
interpretation is...” (p. 31). Extending the notion of text beyond the written word on paper,
draws our attention to how meaning is inscribed in practice and how through discourse,
institutions work and exercise power. Critical multicultural analysis connects discursive
practices to institutional and political power structures: Its goal is to disrupt intellectual and
social hierarchies and contribute to the “refiguration of social thought” (p. 19).
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When the world of children’s books was all White, children who were not in the
privileged majority felt invisible and demeaned. In the past twenty years publishers have
attempted to acknowledge, through their publishing decisions, the need for portraying
diversity in books. In 2002, of the approximately 5,000 children’s book titles published, 484
were by and/or about people of color (Homing, Kruse & Schliesman, 2002). The percentages
are still skewed toward the White-Northern European-Protestant-middle-class society.
However, there are several publishers like Arte Publico Press, the Children’s Book Press, Just
Us Books, Lee and Low, and Shen’s Books that focus particularly on publishing books
featuring underrepresented populations. Some of the large publishers also have small
imprints (e.g., Hyperion Books for Children’s Jump at the Sun) and sections in their catalogs
(e.g., HarperCollins and Scholastic) devoted to these cultural groups.
There are more than 264,500 children’s books currently available from 12, 236 U.S.
publishers for purchase in the United States (Children’s Books In Print, R.R. Bowker, 2003).
This figure represents more than three times as many books available to children now than a
decade ago. Information compiled by the Cooperative Children’s Book Center (CCBC)
indicates that out of the 5,000 new titles published every year in children’s literature, the
number of books by and about people of color has never reached more than ten percent. (In
2002, CCBC received 3,100 children’s books out of the 5,000 new titles, representing
approximately 45 publishers.)
The CCBC’s definition of multicultural literature is “books by and about people of
color” (Homing, Lindgren & Schliesman, 2002, p. 10). The Center’s statistics for 2002
indicate an overall decrease in the statistics documented for 2001 in the number of books
created by African American (201 to 166 new titles) and Asian Pacific and Asian Pacific
American themes (96 to 91 new titles). At the same time, there was an increase in books with
Latino/a (76 to 94 new titles) and Native American (60 to 64 new titles) themes. However,
these statistics do not represent all the books written and/or illustrated by these groups: Out of
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166 books by and/or about African Americans, African American authors and illustrators
created only 69 books. Out of 94 books by and/or about Latinos/as, Latino/a writers and
illustrators created only 48 books. Out of 64 books by and/or about Native Americans, Native
authors and artists created only 6 books. Out of 91 books by and/or about Asian Pacific and
Asian Pacific Americans, Asian Pacific/Asian Pacific American authors and illustrators
created only 46 titles. Given the publishing industry’s increasing concentration in the hands
of eight multinational corporations (Hade & Edmondson, 2003; Taxel & Ward, 2000) and
despite the substantial publishing increase during the past ten years, the power relations of
class, race, and gender still have a hold on children’s book publishing
These publishing trends are shaped by the distribution of power in the United States.
In some instances, the increase in publishing by writers and illustrators of color reflects
independently-owned small presses’ publishing activity (e.g., Lee and Low, Just Us Books,
Third World Press, The Children’s Book Press, Cinco Puntos, Arte Publico Press, and Shen
Books). Joel Taxel and Holly M. Ward (2000) propose that adults and children can “exert
some form of economic pressure on publishers (possibly through a selected boycott) to
publish the kinds of books our children need. ...[while] joining] our colleagues in the
publishing industry in resisting the increasingly tyrannical bottom-line imperatives of the
market” (p. 58). Daniel Hade and Jacqueline Edmondson (2003) argue that children should be
able to experience books “without being subject to the homogenized, synergized,
commercialized texts dominating the children’s book market today” (p. 143). Young and
adult readers’ book selecting and buying habits can challenge these imperatives by placing
“economic pressure” that can contribute to the redistribution of power. With these historical
and sociopolitical developments, the scholarship of multicultural children’s literature
unfolded.
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The Scholarship on Multicultural Children’s Literature
Violet Harris and Arlette Willis (2003) maintain that definitions of multicultural
literature are fluid and linked to shifting historical, sociopolitical, and economic contexts.
These definitions are influenced by developments in multicultural education, critical
pedagogy, and critical literary criticism. From its historical developments, we can see that
multicultural children’s literature was a response to racist social and publishing practices that
led to the underrepresentation and disempowerment of people of color in U.S. society,
curricula, and children’s literature. The scholarship of multicultural children’s literature
mostly focuses on the conceptualization of its definition. African Americans were the first
cultural group to be recognized as missing from the world of children’s books (Larrick,
1965/1995).
Sims (1982) conducted one of the seminal studies on the “cultural substance—the
transmittal of values through culture, and the cultural forces that influence our actions and our
lives”—of children’s literature (Walter Dean Myers as cited in Lindgren, 1991, p. x). She
surveyed books published by and about African Americans between 1965 and 1979, and
published her findings in the NCTE publication, Shadow and Substance. She stated:
At issue is not simply “racial background,” but cultural affinity, sensitivity, and
sensibility....The irony is that as long as people in positions of relative power in the
world of children’s literature—publishers, librarians, educators—insist that the
background of the author does not matter, the opportunities for Black writers will
remain limited, since they will have to compete with established non-Black writers
whose perspective on the Afro-American experience may be more consistent with
that of the editors and publishers and whose opportunities to develop their talents as
writers have been greater, (p. 13-14)
Sims’ study brought attention to the social memberships of the authors and how those
memberships informed their work.
Three considerations guided Sims’ analysis of 150 realistic fiction books featured in
Shadow and Substance. The first consideration was the implied reader of the book. For what

audience is the writer targeting her book? Is the book written for White children about Black
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people? Is the book for Black children about Black people? She argued that the primary
audience influences both the theme and content of the book. The second consideration was
the tension between viewing the United States as a culturally homogeneous population and a
population made up of “parallel cultures.” During this period of time, it is evident that the
goal of African American writers and illustrators was to reclaim their culture. The third
consideration examined the cultural perspective the book was written or focalized from. Did
the book reflect an insider’s viewpoint of African American culture or was it an outsider’s
perspective? These guiding questions led Sims to organize the 150 books into the following
categories: social conscience, melting pot, and culturally conscious.
These categories created a framework for Sims’ analysis. The social conscience
books reflect U.S. society prior to 1970. These books chronicle the interpersonal effects of
desegregation: conflicts emerging when African American students desegregate White
schools; how White children cope with prejudice and discrimination against African
American friends; Blacks and Whites working together within the power structure of the
time; and Black children becoming friends with White children.
The melting pot stories focused on racial integration. Twenty-five percent of the
books were told from a White child’s point of view. While thirty percent of the books
demonstrated racial integration. Black children as main characters were depicted in integrated
settings outside of their families. The remaining 30 percent of the stories focused on Black
children within the context of their families and communities.
The last category, culturally conscious, consisted of books that placed Black
characters at the center of the story. These stories were told from their perspective. Some
aspect of the text and images spoke to the African American culture.
These three categories emerged out of a particular place and time in children s
literature and U.S. society. Sims Bishop’s (1991) assertion is that “if you want authentic
African American experience, go to the people who have lived it and who bring those life
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experiences to bear on creating literature for children” (p. 34-35). And once you become
familiar with these experiences, Sims Bishop contends that the reader will have “some basis
for comparison as [she] meet[s] new books and new writers” (p.35).
The first (originally published in 1972) and second editions of The Black American in
Books for Children: Readings on Racism (1985), edited by Donnarae MacCann and Gloria

Woodard, further examined the portrayal of the Black experience in children’s books,
especially on early racist representations (e.g., The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn), 20th
century fiction and biography, picture books, and international and legal issues. In the first
edition of Children Literature: An Issues Approach (1976), Masha K. Rudman advocated for
a “critical, or issues, approach,” that is, a “critical examination of the books in the light of
how they treat contemporary social problems and conditions” (p. 3). She devoted two
chapters to literature about African Americans and Native Americans, building on the criteria
developed by the Council on Interracial Books for Children. Comprehensive annotated
bibliographies of good books about these cultural groups were included. (The third edition,
published in 1995, conflates these chapters and expands the notion of multicultural literature
to looking at heritage in literature. Heritage is broadly defined to include all cultural groups,
with special consideration of underrepresented groups.)
The All White World of Children’s Books and African American Children’s
Literature, published in 1995 and edited by Osayimwense Osa, opens with Nancy Larrick’s

well-known Saturday Review article and explores issues of African American representation
in text and illustration, orality and literacy, and multiple genres. One chapter looks at
developments in African American children’s literature since the sixties: While African
American writers are represented in each genre, the author asserts that realism dominates the
fiction of the 1990s as it did in the 1970s and 1980s.
These texts by Sims, MacCann and Woodward, and Osa, and one chapter by Rudman
focus on the specific history of the African American experience in children’s literature and
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bring together scholarship that grounds the overall research of multicultural children’s
literature. These authors highlight the issues of underrepresentation, misrepresentation,
cultural authenticity, and the artist’s social responsibility. This research lays the groundwork
for defining multicultural literature as books about people of color.
The early notions of multiculturalism in children’s literature were about ethnic study
of African Americans, Asian Americans, Latino Americans, and Native Americans. The term
multicultural children’s literature gained recognition in the late 1980s: The Horn Book Guide
editors adopted the term alongside the categories of Afro-American and Black (Harris &
Willis, 2003). Multicultural literature gained wider acceptance because of the scholarly (i.e.,
publishing of books and journal articles, and conference presentations), pedagogical (i.e.,
developments in multicultural education and whole language), and publishing activities (i.e.,
editing, book reviewing). Multicultural literature’s early definition focused on race and
ethnicity. By the mid-1990’s, the definition of multicultural literature expanded to include
other groups and issues such as gender, class, sexual orientation, ableism, age, religion, and
geographical location.
In “Multiple Definitions of Multicultural Literature: Is the Debate Really Just ‘Ivory
Tower’ Bickering?” Mingshui Cai (1998) argues that at the center of this debate is “how
many cultures are included in multicultural literature” (p. 312). He identifies three principal
definitions in the research of multicultural literature: (1) the focus on “people of color”; (2)
the assumption that “multiple + culture = multiculturalism”; and, (3) the assertion that “all
literature is multicultural.” The issues of insider/outsider and cultural authenticity, deemed
basic criteria for evaluating multicultural literature, emerge from these definitional
developments. Static and bounded notions of culture that essentialize these cultural groups
further complicate these debates.
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People of Color
Along with Harris (1993; 1997), Sims Bishop (1993; 1997), Cai and Sims Bishop
(1994), Barrera, Thompson, and Dressman (1997), and Yokota (2001), the Cooperative
Children’s Book Center (Lindgren, 1991) argue that we must focus on the populations who
have experienced exclusion and marginalization such as African Americans, Native
Americans, Latino Americans, and Asian Americans. CCBC’s working definition of
multicultural children’s literature is that it is literature by and/or about people of color. Sims
Bishop (1993) outlines 3 types of multicultural literature: culturally specific, generically
American, and culturally neutral. Culturally specific literature speaks to a particular cultural
experience, for example, illuminating specific language, religious, and family differences.
Multicultural literature that is generically American portrays characters of color but leaves
out cultural specificity (e.g., books with universal themes). Culturally neutral literature
features people of color, but focus on other topics (e.g., informational books). While
culturally neutral and specific stories echo Sims Bishop’s (1982) earlier classifications of
melting pot and culturally conscious books, generically American books are dissimilar from
social conscience stories, another category from her 1982 study, because social conscience
books come out of the particular historical conditions of desegregation, whereas generically
American books show African Americans integrated into U.S. society. All of these categories
speak to the book’s focalization or point of view, which positions the characters in specific
power relations.
Cai and Sims Bishop (1994) offer new ways to categorize multicultural literature into
three classifications—world literature, cross-cultural literature, and parallel culture
literature—in an attempt to reconcile the tension between pedagogical and literary approaches
to defining the term of multicultural literature. They further argue that these terms are
political, “implying at the very least an intent to include the literatures of underrepresented
peoples, American and otherwise, in the curriculum of schools in the United States” (p. 62).
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Thus, all of these types of multicultural literature focus on the historically underrepresented
communities.
Cai and Sims Bishop define world literature as literature that includes literary works
(e.g., folktales, fiction) of “other underrepresented groups outside the United States” (p. 62).
Cross-cultural literature is “(1) literary works explicitly about interrelations among people of
different cultures, without apparent focus on the unique experience of any other culture or
cultural group, and (2) those about people from a given cultural group by a writer from
another cultural group” (p. 65). This category highlights the “gaps between the author’s
cultural perspective embodied in the literary work and the cultural perspective of the people
his or her work portrays” (p. 65). Cai and Sims Bishop argue that many children’s books fall
under this category of multicultural literature.
Finally, parallel culture books are “written by authors from parallel cultural groups to
represent the experience, consciousness, and self-image developed as a result of being
acculturated and socialized within those groups” (p. 66). This last category showcases a
culture’s shared experience, its “collective subjectivity” (Eagleton, 2000). Cai and Sims
Bishop argue that parallel culture authors are best qualified to represent their cultural
experience and parallel culture literature best serves the goals of multicultural education.
Many scholars (Rochman, 1993; Schwartz, 1995; Shannon, 1994) caution against
definitions that reduce multiculturalism to racial essentialism. According to Patrick Shannon,
“Such treatment allows most teachers and students to stand apart from multiculturalism, as if
it were only about The Other and not about themselves” (p. 2). He argues that all books
“demonstrate the complexity of multiculturalism” (p. 3). Sims Bishop (1994) responds:
I would answer, first of all, that if multiculturalism has been equated with racial
issues, it is not because Violet Harris or I have made it so. America is, and has been
for centuries, a racialized society....That is why the canon is what it is. That is why
the image of the African-American in “mainstream” American literature, including
children’s literature, for so long had been either pathetic or laughable or non-existent.
It is because race matters that people confuse race and culture. Black people and
other people of color have been segregated, discriminated against, and worse; and
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part of our designs for living, our cultures, have evolved out of the conditions under
which we have lived, (p. 7)
Like Sims Bishop, Toni Morrison (1992) argues that the United States is a historically
“racialized” society with its literature formed and shaped by the four-hundred-year-old
African and African American presence. She maintains that this presence needs
consideration: “The contemplation of this black presence is central to any understanding of
our national literature and should not be permitted to hover at the margins of the literary
imagination” (p. 5).
Race and ethnicity are social constructions and should be at the center of any
discussion about all literature, but it is a limited perspective all by itself, because racial
oppression interfaces with classism and sexism. Hazel Rochman argues that “Too many lists
of so-called multicultural books function only as a well-meaning spotlight—shining brightly
but briefly on one cultural island or another, providing overdue recognition, yes, but
imposing a different kind of isolation, celebratory but still separate” (p. 14). In many ways
multicultural literature as literature about people of color isolates these cultural groups from
power relations. The next definition emphasizes the multiple in multiculturalism.
Multiple + Culture = Multiculturalism
Rochman (1993) advocates for a definition that means “across cultures, against
borders” while not just referring to people of color. Julia Candace Corliss (1998) calls for a
“literature of diversity” that “reflects the broad range of human experience and global
kaleidoscope of cultures” (p.5). She emphasizes literature about and by people of color
because of the disparity in publishing practices. Corliss includes European American
literature when those books “add to the kaleidoscope of human experience and connect to an
aspect of the overall theme of crossing borders” (p. 5). Junko Yokota (1993) places emphasis
on the “multi” part of the term multicultural and defines multicultural literature as “literature
that represents any distinct cultural group through accurate portrayal and rich detail” (p. 157).

55

More recently, Yokota (2001) rejects this definition and argues for a multiethnic literature
because “a focus on ethnicity-related issues in literature allows us to consider the
sociopolitical, economic, and cultural issues shared by ethnic groups that lie outside the
mainstream” (p. xiv). Yokota advocates for an expanded view of diversity, while
“recognizing] that different kinds of diversity are not necessarily parallel in their issues and
that although some issues affecting a range of diverse group are the same or at least similar,
others are quite different” (p. xiv).
Cai (1998) argues, “If the issues of inequality, discrimination, oppression, and
exploitation are excluded from consideration when we try to define multicultural literature,
there is a danger of diluting, or even deconstructing, the social, political concept that
underlies the term” (p. 313). He further states that “a definition of multicultural literature
should therefore draw a demarcation line between the literature of the dominant mainstream
culture and that of marginalized culture” (p. 313). While the definitions by Rochman, Corliss,
and Yokota are idealistic and do not acknowledge the privileging and punishing systems of
class, race, and gender, distinguishing between dominant and dominated groups is also
problematic: Power relations are rendered as dualisms. Power is a complex matrix. However,
expanding the definition of multicultural literature to include other groups is important,
because it acknowledges the fact that all groups originate from historical and sociopolitical
associations and disassociations and that all literature is a cultural product.
Toward the end of the 1990s and early 2000s, the definition of multicultural literature
expanded in some of the research. Frances Ann Day (1999) broadens the definition by
including European American authors in her multicultural literature resource book for
teachers. In her book, Multicultural Children’s Literature: Through the Eyes of Many
Children, Donna Norton (2001) never explicitly defines multicultural literature, but includes

Jewish Americans in her study of multicultural literature. Daphne Muse (1997) contends that
multicultural literature are “books that chronicle, acknowledge, and examine the values,
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perspectives, and experiences of groups that have been marginalized because of race, gender,
ethnicity, language, ability, age, social class, religion/spirituality, and/or sexual
orientation.. ..[they are] works written for, by, and about people of all cultures and
backgrounds” (p. 1).
All Literature is Multicultural
Shannon’s (1994) commentary on multicultural literature is that all people have
multiple social memberships, and perhaps these identities can link people across social lines.
Cai (1998) argues against this position because the sociopolitical basis for the creation of
multicultural literature is undermined when this happens. Examining how all literature is
culturally coded and the multiple identities of characters and readers, as well as embracing a
wider understanding of power relations, rejects “the idea that a dominant White Anglo-Saxon
Protestant culture is the single force of acculturation in the United States” (Allender &
Adams, 1999, p. 33). All literature is multicultural, showing the complexities of intercultural
relations as well as cultural hybridity; other social memberships work together with race.
Multiple perspectives, cultural similarities and differences broaden our understanding of
multiculturalism, while highlighting the complex web of power relations. Schwartz (1995)
points out that Shannon’s article, “I Am the Canon: Finding Ourselves in Multiculturalism,”
summons us to “struggle against the canon, a struggle to foster an inclusive multiculturalism
within a full-fledged social analysis of the relations between language, culture, and power...”
(p. 637). While all the scholars associated with the above definitions of multicultural
literature are committed to multicultural education, their social analyses differ considerably.
Children’s Literature and Critical Multicultural Analysis
Schwartz (1995) argues that multicultural children's literature is problematic in
several ways:
(1) it signifies that [W]hite is the normative term against which all other
groups are defined as "Other";
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(2) it is an exclusive term that signifies a social group based on perceived
differences and described in the idiom of biology as opposed to the idiom
of culture;
(3) ultimately, it leads to the exclusion of other issues that may be represented
within multicultural children’s literature, such as issues
of class, gender, disability, religion, and sexual orientation; and
(4) the use of terms such as "people of color" and "parallel cultures"
may ultimately be more divisive than liberating and more disempowering
than empowering within the full context of inequitable power relations in
western capitalist society, (p. 641)
While definitions of multicultural literature refer to the demand of historically marginalized
groups to be heard and represented in the literary history of the United States, these
conceptualizations can be divisive and essentializing. They assume a one-directional power
base (i.e., oppressed and oppressor), that is, power is owned, while culture is static and
bounded. These definitions isolate race from the power relations of class and gender, as if
they do not influence racism. These explications do not take into account that social identities
are multiple, contradictory, and shifting. The assumption imbedded in multicultural literature
is that there is a single meaning coming from a single writer. Thus, language, culture, and
power are seen as fixed and stable, but cultural difference is historically and sociopolitically
constructed.
Prejudice and discrimination occur not just because people lack cultural information
or contact, but also because there are institutional policies and social practices in place that
are racist, classist, and sexist. If we agree that all literature is socially constructed, then we
accept the understandings that texts are historically, discursively, socially, and politically
constructed. In doing so, we no longer privilege middle-class. White, Anglo-Protestant
Americans by assuming that their culture is monolithic and accepted as the norm and that all
others are “Other” and separate from the norm. We also acknowledge that reading is a
sociopolitical activity influenced by society’s institutions that privilege some groups over

58

others as well as by individual experiences, values, and biases. These are significant shifts
from the conventional approach to literary study and multicultural criticism.
In the Council on Interracial Books for Children’s book. Human and (Anti-Human)
Values in Children’s Literature, published in 1976, the authors conclude that any language

decision, whether oral or written, is a political one that emerges from a particular
sociopolitical context. A critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature demonstrates
that all literature is a historical and cultural product, inscribed with the dominant ideologies of
a particular place and time. Critical multicultural analysis builds on the scholarship that
advocates for reading critically and multiculturally.
In 1976, the Council on Interracial Books for Children questioned the source of
values imbedded in children’s books. They argued that they were not from an individual, but
from society as a whole: “Children’s books generally reflect the needs of those who dominate
that society....the prevailing values are supportive of the existing [power] structure” (p.l).
Their criteria, they claimed, emerged from a particular time. Their values checklist brought
race, gender, class, age, and the like together. The Council maintained that values were
imbedded in the words and art.
Bill Bigelow (1994) and Herbert Kohl (1995a) advocate for reading children’s books
that challenge the way things are and how we perceive the past. Bigelow outlines the key
elements of critical multicultural curriculum and teaching. Kohl discusses the characteristics
of “radical children’s literature”:
(1) the major force in the story is the community, beyond the family;
(2) the conflict involves a whole community, class, ethnic group, nation;
(3) a wide range of collective action is present;
(4) the presence of an enemy who has abused power and who is nevertheless a threedimensional person or group of people, not an abstract force;
(5) the story depicts comradeship as well as friendship and love; and finally,
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(6) there is not a compulsory happy ending or resolution of the problem. Hope and
possibility are evident, (pp. 66-68).
Bigelow and Kohl promote reading and stories that stretch children’s social imagination.
Several scholars in the field of children’s literature advocate for reading children’s
literature against race, class, and gender ideologies, so readers can become aware of how
these systems of power work in society (Hade, 1997a & 1997b; Harris, 1999; Harris &
Willis, 2003; Mendoza & Reese, 2001; Nodelman & Reimer, 2003; Rogers & Soter, 1997;
Schwartz, 1995; Yenika-Agbaw, 1997). (It should be noted that many of these scholars still
use the literary category of multicultural children’s literature.) They move away from
simplistic definitions of culture and argue for bringing history, culture, and power together.
Critical multicultural analysis draws from the above multiple definitions of
multicultural literature. It is grounded in the historical silence of underrepresented groups,
keeping this history of underrepresentation at the center, while bringing the interrogation of
the complexities of power relations into the fold. It is grounded in a definition of
multiculturalism that affirms diversity and resists the comfort zone of multiculturalism
(Nieto, 2000; Jackson & Solis, 1995; Kanpol & McLaren, 1995) by going beyond affirmation
and difference, and by examining hegemony and issues of social power. Critical multicultural
analysis of children’s literature examines the matrix of power in our society, the interlocking
systems of race, class, and gender and how they work together.

The Discourse of Multicultural Children’s Literature
When we untangle multiculturalism from “multicultural children’s literature,” we are
able to take up the critical multicultural project of questioning a text (Who is represented,
underrepresented, misrepresented, and invisible? How is power exercised?), challenging it
(arguing with the author, questioning assumptions, unmasking ideologies, and examining
how the author uses language), and speculating on ways (acknowledging alternative
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perspectives and re-imagine new social worlds) in which we can transform the world we live
in (Schwartz 1995; Botelho 1998). It is reading that goes beyond stretching children’s
cultural imagination to reading that fosters a historical, sociopolitical imagination. Bringing a
critical lens to the study of multiculturalism in children’s literature invites the reader to
deconstruct dominant ideologies of U.S. society (e.g., hierarchical, elitist, and individualistic
attitudes and behaviors), which privilege those whose interests, values, and beliefs are
represented by these worldviews. It is reading power, the complex web of social relations.
Critical multicultural analysis disrupts binary thinking, which simplistically examines
issues of privilege and power. The binary oppositions of black/white and
oppressor/oppressed mask power relations. Binary comparisons can be equated with
dominant ideology because it does not show the complexities, contradictions, and shifting
aspects of an issue. Binaries mask and distort. For example, multicultural children’s literature
disallows the problematizing of the category of European American (Botelho, 1997a). There
is an implied “fictive unity” (Medeiros, 1996) in this cultural label, as if all European
Americans share the same history and socioeconomic privileging. Multicultural children’s
literature grossly lumps cultural groups, including African Americans, Asian Americans,
Latino/a Americans, and Native Americans and masks intragroup and intergroup diversity
and power relations.
In untangling the discourse of multicultural children’s literature, we can analyze how
this literary category draws on the discursive threads (Rudd, 2000) of otherness and self¬
esteem. These discursive threads circulate in society and reinforce dominant worldviews,
while being “resistant to internal criticism and self-scrutiny since uttering viewpoints that
seriously undermine them defines one as being outside them” (Gee, 2001b, p. 2). (It is worth
noting that the scholars whose research is linked to the conceptualization of multicultural
children’s literature never took up Schwartz’s (1995) critique of multicultural children’s
literature as a literary category. It was only recently that Harris and Willis (2003) cited
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Schwartz’s article in their consideration of the history of multiculturalism and children’s
literature. In historicizing developments in multicultural children’s literature, Harris and
Willis situate Schwartz’s work within feminist postcolonial theory and criticism.) The
deconstruction of the discursive practices of multicultural children’s literature locates the
invisibility and silences inherent in this way of looking at the world of children’s literature,
and by extension, this way of looking at U.S. society.
Otherness
Schwartz (1995) maintains that as long as multicultural children's literature is about
"Otherness," it will not question the ideological hegemony of the dominant culture and will
not interrogate the root causes of White privilege (Ulichny, 1996). (The Other is defined as
people who are different linguistically, culturally, racially from the dominant White AngloProtestant culture.) If literature of the dominant culture is not interrogated, then we are
ignoring the power structure that is in place, ensconcing “White privilege” in the perceptions
of the reader, and relegating the notion of multiple perspectives to “the Other,” and thus,
inadvertently, to a lesser position.
The discourse of Otherness implies that identity is fixed and unified, unfolding over
time with a stable core in place. Stuart Hall (1996) defines cultural identity as “superficial or
artificially imposed ‘selves’ which a people with a shared history and ancestry hold in
common” (pp. 3-4); it is an unchanged “cultural belongingness.” Implicit in Otherness is that
culture is bounded and independent from other cultural influences: it is culture as static. If
Otherness is critically and multiculturally analyzed, its essentialism is located and its
sociopolitical construction exposed.
Identity is a process that is never complete. People are always in the process of
becoming. Hall (1996) argues that
identities are never unified...increasingly fragmented and fractured; never singular
but multiply constructed across different, often intersecting and antagonistic,
discourses, practices and positions.... identities are about questions of using the
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resources of history, language and culture in the process of becoming rather than
being: not ‘who we are’ or ‘where we came from’ so much as what we might
become, how we have been represented and how that bears on how we might
represent ourselves, (p. 4)
Identities are constructed within discourse: they are social constructions, not biologically
determined. Critical multicultural analysis creates a space for readers to ask if the subject
positions constructed by the discourses imbedded in text are those that they want to be.
Identities play a role in how we perceive ourselves sociopolitically.
The author and reader are constituted through the ideological dimensions of
discourses circulating in society and text. As Cai (1998) maintains, insider artists can also
misrepresent cultural experiences as do outsider authors and illustrators. However, the
author’s identity is a central consideration in the debate of what multicultural children’s
literature is and is not (Bishop, 1992; Cai, 1998; Cai & Bishop, 1994; Harris, 1993, 1997;
Sims, 1982). These scholars argue that insider authors are better suited to write about the
nuances of their cultural experience. Marta I. Cruz-Janzen (1998) warns that cultural groups
are not immune to intragroup power relations; stories can be “replete with biases.”
The issues of cultural authenticity and insider/outsider are intertwined in the
discourse of Otherness. We assume that insider artists will bring us closer to the authentic,
pure culture, which is an essentialist view of culture, masking the fact that texts “demonstrate
the complexities of specific historical moments when many discourses and reading [subject]
positions register the complex intersections of actual social practice” (Griffiths, 1994, p. 80).
However, my analysis of the text collection demonstrates that we cannot discount the cultural
membership of the author. The insider authors and illustrators are more versed or have more
access to culturally specific discourses and histories than outside artists. These writers tend to
have a greater understanding of how language is used and how power is exercised within and
outside the culture. Class, race, and gender power relations shape this cultural specificity,
shaking up the notion of culture as stable and fixed; its dynamic, multiple, and shifting nature
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is made visible. Many of these writers bring the reader up close to the complexities of culture
and its power relations.
In “What is the Author?” Foucault (1984) proposes that the author is tied to
institutional systems which shape all discourses at all times in any given culture. The
institutional discursive practices are more central to the definition of author rather than the
contribution from a particular text generated from a particular individual from a particular
culture. Barthes (1977) maintains that “once the Author is removed, the claim to decipher a
text becomes quite futile. To give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to furnish
it with a final signified, to close the writing” (p. 147). Focusing solely on the author is
adhering to the notion that an individual and/or a culture is the source of the meaning in the
books. Looking at a collection of books written by the same author, and trying to get at the
discursive threads throughout the books, is a way to see the discourses that got deployed into
this writer’s writings. These discursive threads are linked to social practice and institutions.
Foucault (1984) helps us to understand the “author-function” further because he points to our
society’s fixation with and fear of the “proliferation of meaning,” that is, we associate single
meanings with single texts.
Self-Esteem
Self-esteem is another discursive thread woven in multicultural children's literature.
Just like Otherness, the discourse of self-esteem assumes a fixed, unified, and stable self.
Diane Hoffmann (1996) claims that this discourse "makes a number of assumptions that are,
at closer examination, not tenable cross-culturally" (p. 560). The underlying assumptions
include that
(1) self-esteem is based on a person's awareness of him or herself as a unique
individual with a particular abilities, potentials;

(2) it is directly dependent on so-called individual abilities, qualities, and
performances, thus, completely ignoring the existence of different cultural
models of
learning; and
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(3) the assumption that the self-esteem of minority children in particular requires
improvement, (p. 560-561)
It implies there is an inherent link between dominated cultural status and low self-esteem.
This perspective privileges the dominant culture by defining it as the norm, setting the
standard of high self-esteem toward which underrepresented groups should struggle. While
Hoffman’s analysis is flawed by her definitions of culture and identity as fixed and bounded
entities, her critique brings attention to this discursive thread’s fixation with the individual,
isolated from community, culture, and society, as well as recognizing dominant ideologies as
sources of self-esteem. The discourse of self-esteem distracts us from the current
arrangements of power.
This discourse requires that individuals construct their own edifice of self-esteem,
that is, “how we evaluate ourselves and our characteristics” (Kohn, 1994, p. 273). Joseph
Kahne (1996) writes:
Those who emphasize the impact of structural factors on self-esteem judgments are
oriented toward asking how social conventions and institutional arrangements affect
individuals’ self-esteem. If poverty, sexism, or other factors systematically constrain
the self-esteem of whole groups of individuals, and if self-esteem is a goal, then
policymakers must find ways to address poverty, homelessness, sexism, and so on. If,
on the other hand, improving self-esteem judgments is viewed as a means of
promoting “socially desirable” behaviors, then policymakers can focus instead on
raising the self-esteem of poor or homeless individuals, (p. 10)
The self-esteem discourse is slippery, tied to the dominant ideology of individualism. Alfie
Kohn (1994) maintains that “a self-oriented approach may fail to help students believe in
themselves because it overlooks the political and economic realities that offer far more
meaningful explanations of why some children doubt or even despise themselves” (p. 277).
The self-esteem discourse does not examine institutional policies and practices, and power
relations (e.g., classism, racism, and sexism) that contribute to the chipping away of selfworth. Nor does it create a space for individuals to consider how they are historically,
socially, and discursively shaped.
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Invisibility
The issue of invisibility needs to be examined. If we are saying that literature should
mirror the images of society, then invisibility in children’s literature requires a closer look.
Patricia Alexander (1983) contends, “nonportrayal is much like passing in front of a mirror
and seeing only ‘nothingness.’ Indeed, invisibility is a powerful statement of value. The
message transmitted may be that as a culture you are of little value within the society—of
little consequence” (p. 212). Invisibility in children’s literature is a quiescent prejudice. The
study of children’s literature must question whose culture gets reflected or not and how often.
When we consider that Native Americans are one of the cultural groups of color that are
largely represented by the publishing houses (MacCann, 1993), they remain stereotypically
rendered, many times left behind in historical times. The critical question “Are the nonrendered the lucky ones?” must be considered. As Hall (1996) argues, “identities
are.. .constituted within not outside representation” (p. 4). It is only when cultural groups’
stories are captured on paper that they can then begin to negotiate (with publishers, readers,
and society) their identities as portrayed in books.
The issue of invisibility demands cultural specificity, and historical and sociopolitical
analysis. The cultural grouping of European American perpetuates a common history and
heritage that does not exist. (That can be said about any cultural group.) For example, to
understand why there are not any children's books by or about Portuguese Americans
published in the United States, one needs to consider the multiple historical and sociopolitical
contexts of the Portuguese experience (United States and the predominantly working-class,
immigrant experience; Azores and its agrarian economy; Portugal and its history of
colonization; and the European Community). European American as a cultural grouping
prevents us from disclosing the more subtle socioeconomic and linguistic hegemony that
exists in this country (Botelho 1997a). The “European American” label contributes to the
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invisibility not only of the Portuguese in U.S. children’s literature; it makes many cultural
groups invisible.
Silences
Foucault (1980) maintains that “There is not one but many silences, and they are an
integral part of the strategies that underlie and permeate discourses” (p. 27). Jacques
Derrida’s (1980) work further provides insights into absence and silence. For Derrida, the
unsaid and the unwritten can be just as important as what is said and written. Bronwyn
Davies (1999) maintains that poststructuralist theory tries to locate these silences and
examine “what work it is that they are doing” (p.16).
In addition to the discursive threads of otherness and self-esteem, and the issue of
invisibility, the literary category of multicultural children's literature distracts us from
focusing on two social silences—how class and gender work with race. (As a society, we
have many silences around issues such as ageism, heterosexism, and ableism, to name a few.
While I acknowledge that these power relations intersect with class, race, and gender, they
are beyond the scope of this research project.) It is easier to focus on a bounded, fixed, and
stable notion of culture because it is something we agree we all possess, whereas privileging
based on gender, class, and race is not something we can say we all have.
The interrogation of class alongside race and gender is a direct attack on U.S. power
relations. George Lipsitz (1997) argues that
by reinforcing ideologies that see social existence as primarily private and personal,
our teaching discourages social theory....This way of knowing about the world is a
deficient approach...it is particularly inadequate for understanding social relations
and the connections that link individual lives to broad social structures, (p. 11)
Untangling multiculturalism from multicultural children's literature demands the study of
social class, race, and gender as elements in text construction. (In my teaching experiences I
have found that teachers and students have difficulty articulating and analyzing experiences
and perspectives, especially defined by social class and race.) A critical multicultural analysis
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of children’s literature offers opportunities to identify vocabularies to expose the historical
and sociopolitical dimensions of text.
Critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature foregrounds that race, gender,
class, culture, and the Other are socially constructed and must be contested in an effort to
create reading spaces that move against and beyond traditional sociopolitical boundaries and
reach toward social critique for social change. Young and adult readers should know that
unless they are able to read for social change and justice, they will find themselves affirming
and maintaining dominant ideologies that privilege some groups over others. Bringing a
critical lens to the study of multiculturalism in children’s literature invites the reader to
deconstruct dominant ideologies that have been instrumental in perpetuating social inequities
and distributing power in the United States. The discourses of class, gender, and race work
together.

Reading Class, Race, and Gender
Anthropologist Sherry Ortner (1991) argues that even though class is a reality in the
United States, “class is not a central category of cultural discourse in America, and the
anthropological literature that ignores class in favor of almost any other set of social
idioms—ethnicity, race, kinship—is in some ways merely reflecting this fact” (p. 169).
Anthropological research, like other social science inquiry, overlooks class because it is a
layer of reality that we do not talk about. The American Dream ideology contributes to this
silence in public and academic discourse. Ortner notes: ‘The United States has glorified
opportunity and mobility, and has presented itself as more open to individual achievement
than it really is” (p. 171). The U.S. ideology around social mobility masks class, racial, and
gender inequities, placing the blame of economic oppression on the individual. What
happens, according to Ortner, is that class gets displaced into the discourses of ethnicity, race,
and gender, with the latter two social identities greatly shaped by class.
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Sarah Theule Lubienski (2003), a professor of education, claims that class is not
explored in educational research because researchers tend to focus on the affirmative
characteristics of diversity, a response to “blame the victim” research trends. Another reason,
Lubienski offers, is our “national discomfort” with addressing the presence and endurance of
classism in the United States and acknowledging our own class privilege. As a society, we
believe that domination is inevitable (Guinier & Torres, 2002). Furthermore, class definitions
have moved away from the dualisms of the “haves” and “have nots” to definitions that reflect
the complexities of power relations. Lubienski maintains that social class has been
overlooked in education research because “differing ethnic and language traditions can be
viewed in strictly positive lights, [but] it is hard to view diversity in wealth and power in the
same way” (p. 32). This research elision is present in the scholarship of children’s literature.
In surveying the research on U. S. children’s literature, a lack of scholarship exists in
the analysis of class in children’s literature (Krips, 1993; Wojcik-Andrew, 1993). (Some
research exists by British scholars examining British children’s literature (Dixon, 1977,
Leeson, 1977). In their research, the British literary critic Peter Hunt (1992) and the
Australian literary critic John Stephens (1992) treat class broadly by looking at ideology in
children’s literature.) What follows are the findings of my survey of class analysis in
children’s literature.
In the 1954 edition of Reading Ladders for Human Relations, economic differences
are discussed as a way to expose young readers to a “wide range of economic privilege”
(Heaton & Lewis, p. 83). The books recommended show how many people live under
different economic circumstances and how those class positions will lead the reader to
recognize “the handicaps and privileges that exist for particular people in the communities in
which students live” (p. 85). Class issues are relegated to the individual and never discussed
as system of power. The next edition (Crosby, 1963) of this reading sourcebook asks the adult
to consider books that deal with change by sharing the following questions with children:
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“What does change come from? What does change, in given case, do to people? How do
people make changes? What is the role and responsibility of the individual in change?” (pp.
157-158). While these questions remain with the individual, they invite the reader to think
about change as it is depicted in children’s literature. In the fifth edition (Reid, 1972), change
is dealt with more specifically and linked to “changing historical, social, and economic
conditions” (p. 262). The editors argue that the books included in this “reading ladder” will
remind readers that change is inevitable because “life is not static.” Social change is
naturalized in this discussion as something that has a life of its own and that people are not
the cause of its instability. Social change is people made. The focus here is on how the
characters endure change. In the sixth edition, edited by Eileen Tway (1981), economic
differences reside with the individual. A complaint is issued that the rich are not depicted in
children’s books.
In the guidebook for parents, educators, and librarians, the Council on Interracial
Books for Children (1976) examines class relations as values of elitism, materialism, and
individualism. The value of conformity is part of this checklist because, as the Council
maintains, conformity “discourages readers from questioning whether the ‘usual’ way of
doing things is best for all people concerned. It serves to prop up the status quo” (p. 21). In
their values matrix, these values co-exist with other values for analysis such as sexism,
ageism, and racism. The Council’s work brings the “isms” together and attempts to show the
complexity of social identities and values.
The Council published two analyses of class issues in children’s literature during the
early 1980s. The first published in 1982 is an investigation of how class and race work
together in children’s books about the American Revolution. Joel Taxel conducted the study
and found that the books overwhelmingly presented the Revolution from the middle- and
upper-class perspective. He comments:
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Although several books point out that colonial America provided unprecedented
opportunity for personal advancement, they stop short of explicitly pointing out that
this greater freedom was restricted to whites, and even then, not to all whites. And, of
course, none mention that this “advancement” was achieved at the expense of Native
peoples who were either killed or dispossessed, (p. 8)
This perspective constructed a false universality of experience, masking the difference in
participation and insight among other groups. Jan Goodman’s study, published in 1985,
examined a set of books on the U.S. economy and how it works. Her study revealed many
distortions and incomplete information about U.S. capitalism in the interest of
“indoctrinat[ing] our children with a pro-capitalist view” (p. 8). These two studies
substantiate the claim that children’s literature contributes to the social legend that we live in
a classless society, permeating with equal opportunity for all.
One study conducted by Patrick Shannon (1986) analyzed books from The Reading
Teacher “Children’s Choice” list to see if these books offered individualist, collectivist, or
balanced perspectives. He discovered that 29 out of the 30 books examined provided an
individualist message, ideology linked to capitalism, while only one offered a balanced
perspective (the protagonist pursued self-development but not at the expense of family and
community commitments).
Herbert Kohl’s (1995a, b, & c) critical essays on children’s literature address issues
of power, including colonialism, racism, sexism, and classism. He makes a plea for “radical
children’s literature,” books that resolve conflict collectively and make visible the forces of
power.
The Pleasures of Children’s Literature (Nodelman & Reimer, 2003) is one of the
only survey texts often used in the teaching of children’s literature in undergraduate and
graduate education (Huck et al., 2001; Norton, 1999; Russell, 2001; Temple et al., 2002;
Tomlinson & Lynch-Brown, 2002) that considers class and ideology. Perry Nodelman and
Mavis Reimer claim that texts written during the same time and place tend to have shared
ideologies. Therefore, if readers know something about the cultural and historical context in
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which the book was written, they can make the connections to its temporal and cultural
contexts. Nodelman and Reimer further maintain: “Readers can develop a better
understanding of literature by learning something about the culture or period of history that
produced it. They can also develop a better understanding of a culture or period of history by
reading the literature it produced” (p. 152).
The books that Nodelman and Reimer cite are products of British culture, but they
pose some critical questions that are relevant to the U.S. context: Which class distinctions are
important and how are they portrayed? What are the author’s assumptions about social
hierarchy? Is social inequality taken for granted? They also suggest that one way to get at the
assumptions of a text is to have readers look at the story from the point of view of the story
characters featured from the lower socioeconomic class. Assumptions can be also uncovered
if we look at the story from the point of view of the characters of color and women.
Nina Mikkelsen (2000), in her book, Words and Pictures: Lessons in Children’s
Literature and Literacies, addresses ideology in children’s literature. She cites Peter
Hollindale’s (1988) work on ideology. Hollindale claims that ideology can explicitly or
implicitly be rendered in text, and that language is inherently ideological. Mikkelsen outlines
Hollindale’s scholarship and invites the scholar/reader to think further about issues of elitism,
authenticity, and censorship.
Diana Mitchell (2003) takes up the power relations of race, class, and gender in her
book, Children’s Literature: An Invitation to the World. She offers criteria, which echo the
efforts of the Council on Interracial Books for Children, for evaluating the presence of class
or socioeconomic bias in children’s books. Many of the criteria deal with stereotypes about
working class or poor people. Some of her guiding questions include: “Are middle- and
upper-class authority figures shown solving the problems of the working class or poor? Are
they seen as successful only if they embrace the values of the middle and upper class? Would
the portrayal be hurtful to a child in the working class or living in poverty?” (p. 184).
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Mitchell uses the theoretical construct of power to ground her criteria. These criteria could
also be used to examine stereotypes about people of color and women.
More recently, in Interpreting Literature with Children, Shelby A. Wolf (2004)
devotes a chapter to issues of culture and class, a promising title. But the chapter falls short of
any structural analysis of cultural and class relations. Culture and class are left with the
families in the stories analyzed. Wolf uses a transactional lens for reading books about
migrant workers. In transactional criticism, the reader’s lived experience guides her response
of the text. While Wolf mentions the value of a sociocultural interpretation of the text, that is,
analyzing power, she does not take up this position in her chapter. We walk away with a fixed
and stable definition of culture and, while class is shaped by work, the power system of class
is never considered. Intragroup cultural differences are defined as “a range of lifestyles,”
which, I argue, are constructed by the power relations of class, race, and gender.
The dissertation research by Edward L. Starkenburg (1999) represents the most
recent comprehensive examination of class issues in U. S. children’s literature. He uses the
class markers of appearance, authority, capacity for making choices, career, housing,
knowledge, language, social mobility, money, possessions, and status feelings as analytical
tools to identify class depiction in five award-winning works of fiction. He locates several
silences of the authors, that is, what the authors do not say about social class, which, he
concludes, impacts the readers’ understanding of how society is organized and how social
class shapes this organization.
Starkenburg finds that authors did not say that social class exists or that it is good or
bad. The sampled authors did not indicate that “life is good regardless of class status” nor that
“hard work can mobilize and move people up the hierarchy” (p. 159). The ideology of the
American Dream was not central to his text sample, but Starkenburg maintains that “our
culture still clings to its message” (p. 159). In summing up, Starkenburg claims that these
silences translate into the position that social class is imposed upon people, constraining their
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lives, and that there is little hope in overcoming these constraints. Overall, the characters
went along to get along in a stratified system. These silences perpetuate dominant class
ideology.
Starkenburg concedes that while he extracted class from the social triad of class, race,
and gender to magnify how class is rendered in text, race and gender were implicated in the
texts he analyzed. He strongly recommends further research is essential to our understanding
of the interlocking systems of racism, sexism, and classism, research that looks at these
power relations together, in order to understand and resist dominant class ideologies. And to
do so means, I propose, analyzing these power structures in relation to work, in this case,
Mexican American migrant agricultural labor.
In the next chapter, I construct the practice of critical multicultural analysis, a lens
that focuses and refocuses on power. The theoretical constructs of discourse, ideology,
subjectivity, and power will be explored. I theorize power by considering the United States as
a diaspora, creating a landscape to investigate the historical and sociopolitical construction of
race, class, and gender. I explicate a continuum of how power is exercised by locating the
reading subject positions of domination, collusion, resistance, and agency along this field.
The multiple layers of critical multicultural analysis are discussed. Lastly, I address the data
collection process.
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CHAPTER III
THEORIZING CRITICAL MULTICULTURAL ANALYSIS OF
CHILDREN’S LITERATURE: CONSTRUCTING THE STUDY

“I hear that in the United States, you do not need una palanca4. That even the poorest man
can become rich if he works hard enough.”
-Miguel (p. 75)
Esperanza Rising
by Pam Munoz Ryan

Power is an important element in any critical multicultural examination of text.
Foucault (1972) maintains that power is exercised and not owned, with power circulating
within what he calls fields of discourse, which he defines as the relationship between
language and social institutions, subjectivity, and power. Foucault is important to my work
because he argues that we create discourses as much as they create us. It is within this
discursive grid that we learn about how we may or may not access power, how to exercise
this power as well as how power is exercised on us. Foucault’s work foregrounds language
and power and how it positions people.
In this chapter, I theorize critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature. I
discuss the theoretical constructs of discourse, ideology, subjectivity, and power because they
lead the reader to locate how the power relations of class, race, and gender are exercised in
text. I theorize power by exploring the United States as a diaspora. Race, class, and gender as
historical and sociopolitical constructions are closely considered. I develop a continuum of
how power is exercised as a tool for making visible the reading subject positions offered by
the text. I demonstrate how the multi-layered and recursive nature of critical multicultural

4 A lever or connections to get a job.
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analysis works. Lastly, I outline the data collection process for assembling the text collection
for this study.
Critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature about Mexican American
migrant farmworkers is a qualitative research process of examining my text collection
juxtaposed with the historical and sociopolitical context of Mexican American participation
in the U.S. migrant agricultural labor system; the historical and sociopolitical context of
Mexican American representation in children’s literature, as well as the social and discursive
constructions of genres, characters, and story closures. The questions guiding this research
project include:
•

How are the power relations of class, race, and gender enacted in children’s
literature about Chicana/o migrant farmworkers?

•

In what ways are the cultural themes imbedded in these texts constructed by
these power relations?

•

In what ways do the genre(s), focalization, and story closure shape how
power is exercised in each text?

•

How do the characters exercise power?

Theoretical Constructs
Contradiction, construction, and practice frame critical multicultural analysis (Parker,
1999). By contradictions, we focus on what different meanings are at work in the text. We
locate the contradictions and link them to dominant ideology or social myths, recover
dominated meanings, and highlight processes of domination, collusion, resistance, and
agency. By examining the construction of texts, we ask how these meanings are constructed.
We attempt to trace how texts have been socially constructed. Finally, in critical
multicultural analysis, we are concerned with what these contradictory systems of meaning
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are doing to us as people and society: we focus on the sociopolitical function of texts and
issues of power.
People are defined in relationship to other people because discourses are always
defined in relationship to other discourses. Critical multicultural analysis situates language in
social and political contexts, as well as taking into account how authors and readers collude
with or challenge dominant ideologies. In the process of critical multicultural reading, power
is located and a site is created for social justice projects and social transformation. Critical
multicultural analysis can contribute to our deconstructing and reconstructing ourselves and
society. It focuses on how language in books works to position readers in the interests of
power relations. The theoretical constructs of discourse, ideology, subjectivity, and power
ground critical multicultural analysis and offer tools for uncovering dominant messages in
children’s books by locating how the power relations of class, race, and gender are exercised
in text.
Discourse
James Paul Gee (2001b) defines discourse as a social practice comprised of ways of
being in the world. Discourse is “a socially accepted association among ways of using
language, of thinking, and of acting that can be used to identify oneself as a member of a
socially meaningful group or ‘social network”’ (p. 1). The distinction between discourses and
texts is that discourses are worldviews or ideologies, whereas texts, oral or written, contain
discourses.
Gee (2001b) highlights several points that are crucial to understanding discourse:
(1) Discourses are inherently “ideological.”
(2) Discourses are resistant to internal criticism and self-scrutiny since uttering
viewpoints that seriously undermine them defines one as being outside them.
(3) Discourse-defined positions from which to speak and behave are not, however,
just defined internal to a discourse, but also as standpoints taken up by the
discourse in its relation to other, ultimately opposing, discourses.
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(4) Any discourse concerns itself with certain objects and puts forward certain
concepts, viewpoints and values at the expense of others.
(5) Discourses are intimately related to the distribution of social power and
hierarchical structure in society. Control over certain discourses can lead to the
acquisition of social goods (money, power, status) in a society, (p. 2)
Consequently, discourses that translate into the acquisition of social goods and power are
“dominant discourses” and groups who use them with great facility are “dominant groups.”
How we come to these discourses throughout our lives is through a combination of
acquisition (acquiring through exposure, imitation, and trial and error) and learning (learning
through teaching). Gee offers a caveat: “we are better at what we acquire, but we
consciously know more about what we have learned” (p. 4). Critical multicultural analysis
makes the reader conscious of dominant discourses. Gee’s (1999) definition of the little ‘d’
discourse deals with the specific details about language and how language use becomes social
and political practices with material effects.
David Rudd’s (2000) analytical tool of discursive thread is central to critical
multicultural analysis as a way to uncover how texts draw on discourses in society. Rudd
sums up the usefulness of discursive threads as follows: (1) discourses circulate in threads or
fragments not in a “whole” form; (2) the metaphor of thread exemplifies how texts are
weavings of many discourses and brings attention to the “texture of the text”; (3) discursive
threads capture the dynamic nature of discourses: it is “ not simply a lump of language” but
discursive practices (a thread captures the activity of language whereas discourses shape
people and people shape discourses); and (4) discursive threads reinforce discourses or create
new discourses.
Through a critical multicultural lens, the study of literature becomes a study of
discursive practices and the political and social ramifications underlying them. How do we
unmask ideology, the conduit of power, in children’s books? Peter Hollindale’s (1988) and
John Stephens’ (1992; 1994 a & b; 1999) scholarship in ideological critique of children’s
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literature offers guidance. Stephens applies critical analysis to children’s books; he
constructs a strong theoretical grounding that includes children as people who are invited to
conduct critical textual analysis. He elevates children’s literature to a position worthy of
study and analysis by situating children’s literature in the landscape of critical literary theory.
Ideology
Discourse is inherently imbued with ideology: Ideology is inseparable from the
discourse and discourse is constituted from ideology. Stephen (1992) asserts that “the
discourses of children’s fiction are pervaded by ideological presuppositions, sometimes
obtrusively and sometimes invisibly” (pp. 1-2). He further states that “the discourse of a
narrative fiction yields up both a story and a significance” (p. 2). Ideology is imbedded in
both. Stephens states that the “.. .story comprises what we might roughly think of as what
certain characters do in a certain place at a certain time, and discourse comprises the complex
process of encoding that story which involves choices of vocabulary, of syntax, or order of
presentation, of how the narrating voice is to be oriented towards what is narrated and
towards the implied audience” (p. 17). He further argues that the significance inferred from
the text, “its theme, moral, insight into behaviour, is never without an ideological dimension
or connotation” (p. 2). Because ideology is present at these two levels, children’s books are
ideological sites. Since these implicit messages or ideologies can shape readers’ attitudes and
worldviews, it is imperative that readers read resistantly.
Hollindale (1988) identifies three aspects of ideology: It can be deliberately or
implicitly rendered in the text, and that language is inherently ideological. First, the most
tractable ideology discloses the writer’s explicit social, political or moral beliefs. Books that
openly promote progressive messages are part of this category. Hollindale suggests that overt
ideological representations pose problems for the writer: explicit advocacy tends to incite
reader resistance to the message(s). Therefore, the more covert or implicit ideology is, the
more interpretatively demanding it is for the reader.
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Hollindale’s second category is “passive ideology.” This ideology is the implicit
representation of the writer’s unexamined assumptions. Hollindale argues that these hidden
messages demand a critical analysis from the adroit reader. This passive ideology is the
taken-for-granted values of society. These values permeate the text. Stephens (1992)
maintains that the implicit ideology of children’s literature has been masked by discussions
and controversies about the concept of the implied reader—largely created by the text’s own
narrative construction such as point of view.
Lastly, Hollindale maintains that ideology is inherent within language, which he
defines ideology as “the words, the rule-systems, the codes which constitute the text” (p. 14).
He argues that ideology in language works to contain conflicts and to confine meaning¬
making to the attitudes and interests of dominant social groups.
The author and reader are constituted through the ideological dimensions of
discourses circulating in society and text. Stephens (1992) invites us to look at the
interactions among the characters in the stories in terms of their reception of each other’s
messages, and so doing, he asks us to look at ourselves as readers. He invites the reader to
contemplate “the Implied Author/Implied Reader pair as a construction within texts which
has little, if any, narrative function, but which operates principally as the bearer of implicit
social practices and ideological positions” (p. 21).
Subjectivity
Feminist poststructuralism theorizes that subjectivity is socially and discursively
constructed, rather than being innate or natural. Chris Weedon (1997) defines subjectivity as
“the conscious and unconscious thoughts and emotions of individuals, their sense of self, and
their ways of understanding their relations to the world” (p. 32). An individual’s subjectivity
is not simply an identity, but one’s sense of self that is always in flux, responding to the
discourses available to one in their specific historical, sociopolitical context. Language, a
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signifying system, contributes to this process. By examining the ideological dimensions of
the text, the reader can become aware of the subject positions it creates.
Stephens recommends analyses that consider the wide array of meaning systems
within children’s books such as the visual and textual features, issues of focalization or
perception (Who sees?), as well as the unity of the text (e.g., spatio-temporal representation,
point of view, intertextuality, and sense of closure). He claims that
narrative structure, and especially closure, is an ideologically powerful component of
texts, since aesthetic completeness and the sense of an appropriate story ending spill
over into affirmations of the discourse’s thematic conclusions. But an open ending
can still be ideologically powerful by evoking particular values and assumptions by
its very evasion of them. (p. 44)
The reader is best equipped when multiple reading strategies are available, including
“an interrogative engagement with the implied reader” (pp. 69-70), the implied reader being
the reader’s role implicit in the text, which is linked to the dominant discourses. Stephens
(1992) claims that texts create estranged or distanced subject positions when the following
textual constructions are present: “multiple focalizers, focalizer obviously misinterprets
event, focalizers who are not ‘nice people’, shifts in focalizers, more than one interpretative
frame, metafictional playfulness, and overly inscribed indeterminacies” (p. 70). He defines
the focalizer as the story character perspective.
Readers are often constructed intertextually, that is, out of a dialogue between the
literary text and other literary and nonliterary texts. Discourses make available particular
subject positions. In what ways is the text positioning the reader to produce a particular
meaning? Readers can resist the position constructed by the text and create alternative or
resistant readings that support more collective values or worldviews, that is, interrupt reading
subject positions that privilege some people over others based on race, class, and gender, and
speculate on new ways to enact power relations that are equitable.
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Power
Foucault (1995) explores power relationships that are involved in constructing
reality. In a complex society such as the United States, he argues that the following questions
must be asked:
Who exercises power? How? on whom? Who makes decisions for me? Who is
preventing me from doing this and telling me to do that? Who is programming my
movements and activities? Who is forcing me to live in a particular place when I
work in another? How are these decisions on which my life is completely articulated
taken?
(P- 41)

Foucault maintains that the question of “who exercises power?” is not “resolved unless that
other question ‘how does it happen?’ is resolved at the same time” (p. 42). He asserts that
even if you come to know who the decision-makers are, that you still do not know how power
was exercised. Michel Bakhtin’s (1981) dialogism is useful here because users of language
exercise agency with each utterance as they appropriate their intention in the words they use.
Bakhtin views language as heteroglossia (many languages, the polyphonic nature of
language), a site of ideological struggle. He states that “the word in language is half someone
else’s. It becomes ‘one’s own’ only when the speaker populates it with his own intention, his
own accent, when he appropriates the word, adapting it for his own semantic and expressive
intention” (p. 294). At the center of critical multicultural analysis, we must ask what cultural
statements are the author and illustrator responding to. Texts and images are sites of
sociopolitical struggle.
Bakhtin (1981) situates the person within a larger dialogical and ideological world.
Within this world the self is constructed through dialogic relationships. While engaged in
these dialogic relationships we borrow each other’s words, using them to inform and drive
our own thinking and learning. According to Bakhtin (1981), these relationships are
mediated by language as we engage with texts, whether these are oral or written.
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Critical multicultural analysis is the “discursive leveling of texts,” a way of placing
books in the total discursive field (Rudd, 1999), that is, placing children’s literature alongside
literary and cultural criticism, and other secondary sources, because discourses circulate
everywhere, including in book reviews, research, theory, pedagogy, and the like. Therefore,
what books “do” in the world cannot be explicated through text analysis only (Pennycook,
2000; Reese, 2001). Critical multicultural analysis of The Circuit and other children’s books
about Mexican American migrant farmworkers makes sense of this literature against a
broader historical, sociopolitical context and the discursive landscape of the American
Dream.

Theorizing Power
Culture is the product of historical and sociopolitical processes. Homi K. Bhabha
(1993/1999) contends that culture as a social practice is both “transnational and
translational.” It is transnational because “contemporary postcolonial discourses are rooted in
specific histories of cultural displacement.” Culture is translational because such “spatial
histories of displacement—now accompanied by the territorial ambitions of “global” media
technologies—make the question of how culture signifies, or what is signified by culture, a
rather complex issue” (p. 191). Cultural products as children’s literature must be understood
against historical and sociopolitical contexts. He argues that this is a complex undertaking,
but “it makes you increasingly aware of the construction of culture and the invention of
tradition” (p. 191).
I am drawn to the United States as a diaspora because this concept takes into account
the multiple power relations people participate in: local, national, homeland politics, and
global. The study of diaspora reveals social processes and activity and their complexities and
dynamism. I am also drawn to analyzing race, gender, and class together because these power
relations developed historically and sociopolitically together. In this section, I theorize power
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within the U.S. context and construct a continuum for examining these power relations across
a range of sociopolitical possibilities, reading subject positions. Critical multicultural analysis
can demonstrate how power is exercised through discourse and how power works and where
and how resistance and action might be possible. Weedon (1987) proposes that
subjectivity is of key importance in the social processes and practices through which
forms of class, race and gender power are exercised. We have to assume subjectivity
in order to make sense of society and ourselves. The question is what modes of
subjectivity are open to us and what they imply in political terms. Modes of
subjectivity...are temporary fixings in the ongoing process in which any absolute
meaning or truth is constantly deferred. The important point is to recognize the
political implications of particular ways of fixing identity and meaning, (pp. 167-168)
The U.S. Diaspora
Diaspora creates a space to name race, class, and gender. Emma Perez (1999)
maintains that a “diasporic subjectivity” differs from an immigrant one. She claims that race
cannot be as easily overlooked from diaspora:
Diasporic subjectivity would not deny the culture of race, but instead would open a
space where people of color—in this case, Chicanos/as—could negotiate a raced
culture within many kinds of identities without racial erasure through assimilation,
accommodation, adaptation, acculturation, or even resistance—all of which have
been robbed of their decolonial oppositional subjectivity under the rubric of
immigrant. The colonial imaginary imprints Chicano[/a] history when the category
immigrant remains the privileged signifier. Immigrants are expected to become part
of the dominant culture; they are urged to adopt its habits and forget their own—to
erase. Diasporas, on the other hand, intervene, construct newness, and call upon these
complex diasporic subjectivities that ‘live inside with a difference’, (p. 78)
The diaspora foregrounds the responses of peoples as they live through these power
processes, in efforts to reconstruct themselves and reconstruct culture. Diasporic subject
positions reveal how race works with class and gender. Like class, Perez argues that gender is
another oversight in looking at Chicana/o history.
In using diaspora as a metaphor for the United States, I am rejecting simplistic binary
oppositions of the colonizing and the colonized in the historical and contemporary times.
Like Carlos Tejeda, Manuel Espinoza, and Kris Gutierrez (2003), I align myself with a
complex view of these power relations by acknowledging the diversity of the European
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American population, that is, these cultural group experiences are marked by “social
divisions...across class, ethnic, linguistic, and gender lines.” I acknowledge the social
diversity of the dominant Anglo population. In addition, I recognize the plurality of
experiences among the Indigenous peoples, “involuntary immigrants” (Ogbu, 1991) from
Africa, and their descendants. They came from a diversity of cultures, languages, and social
associations. Not all European groups have colluded with “colonial/neocolonial relations of
domination and exploitation” (Tejada, Espinoza, Gutierrez, 2003) or have all European
groups been privileged by these conditions (hooks, 2000). Conversely, social domination is
not experienced in the same way by all Indigenous peoples and other people of color.
Diasporas are not new. People have always been dispersed and have multiple
subjectivities; critical multicultural analysis, drawing from feminist poststructuralism and
postcolonial theory, is just acknowledging these social circumstances, “recontextualizing”
(Moss, 2003) them in their histories. History offers new possibilities for looking at our
collective subjectivities and examining how social difference is an effect of power.
Race. Class, and Gender as Sociopolitical Constructions
Race, class, and gender are situated in discourse. They are inseparable from discourse
and power. AnnLouise Keating (1995) argues that racial categories must be historicized to
ascertain the relational processes of all racialized identities. She outlines four reasons for
grounding race in history:
(1) our conceptions of “race” are scientifically and historically inaccurate;
(2) constant references to “race” perpetuate the belief in separate peoples, monolithic
identities, and stereotypes;
(3) racial discourse quickly degenerates into a “black”/”white” polarization that
overlooks other so-called “races” and ignores the incredible diversity among
people; and,
(4) racial categories are not—and never have been—benign. Racial divisions were
developed to create a hierarchy that grants privilege and power to specific groups
of people while simultaneously oppressing and excluding others, (p. 916).
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Finally, she states that “at the very least, we should complicate existing conceptions of
“race”—both by exploring the many changes that have occurred in all apparently fixed racial
categories and by informing students of the political, economic, and historical factors shaping
the continual reinvention of ‘race’ (p. 917). Race, class, and gender are ideologically and
materially bound.
Antonia Darder and Rodolfo Torres (1999) argue that the study of race ignores the
influences of capitalism, a class-based system. They write that “racism is an ideology that
produces the notion of ‘race,’ not the existence of ‘races’ that produce racism (p. 186). They
argue that just examining race “leads us further down a theoretical and political dead end” (p.
186). They advocate for a “plural conceptualization of ‘racisms’ and their historical
articulations with other ideologies” (p. 185). This kind of theorizing disrupts the black/white
paradigm and demands historical specificity, thus exposing “the historically shifting and
politically complex nature of racialization” (p. 186). They contend that the social problems
experienced by racialized communities are not about “’race’ but rather about the intricate
interplay between a variety of racisms and class” (p. 186). Darder and Torres propose that an
analysis of these complex power relations will bear “a multiplicity of ideological
constructions of the racialized Other” (p. 187). Thus “shattering the race lens” unsettles
essentialist, unified, and ahistorical perceptions of power (Darder & Torres, 1999).
Power is an under-explored theoretical and social construct. Lani Guinier and Gerald
Torres’ (2002) work is instructive here. Building on Foucault’s concept of power, they
propose “a political race project.” Political race highlights the central role race has in
constructing social identities, processes, and structures, while infusing the concept of political
race with power, which the authors claim, is missing for current dialogue. Guinier and Torres
contend that it is reclamation of our “democratic imagination.” They argue that race works
alongside class and gender. They add the term ‘political’ to signal the collective interaction at
the individual, group, and institutional level. This shift is an attempt to reframe and situate
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conversations about race within historical and sociopolitical power relations. Guinier and
Torres assert that this framework unmasks the social and political construction of race.
Linking race to power reveals that “the distribution of resources in this society is racialized
and that this racial hierarchy is then normalized and thereby made invisible” (p. 15).
People in U.S. society are raced. Guinier and Torres invite us to think about race as a
verb. As a verb, race captures the social processes by which people become raced in multiple
ways, times, and across contexts. They argue that the political race project should be guided
by those closest to these experiences along with their allies. They add: “Race is instructive in
identifying the workings of class, but it cannot be swallowed up into class” (p. 49). My
charge is to explore how these power relations intersect.
I disagree with Gloria Ladson-Billings and William F. Tate IV’s claim that
“race, unlike gender and class, remains untheorized” (1995, p. 49). What remains
untheorized are the complexities of race power relations, with class and gender implicated in
these social processes. Race, class, gender remain untheorized as power relations that work
together. While Marxist analysis highlights the workings of class through socio-historical,
dialectical analysis, thereby foregrounding contradictions and conflicts, it also generalizes
race relations and White privilege (Ladson-Billings and Tate IV, 1995). Marxist scholarship
can be overdeterministic, with domination perceived as inevitable: Power is constituted as
domination and alienation, which are passive subject positions. As stated earlier, education
research and social science research tend to focus on the positives of diversity and/or conflate
race with ethnicity and class.
Reading race alone, class alone, or gender alone does not unmask how power is
exercised. I agree with Ladson-Billings and Tate IV (1995) that we must keep in mind the
impact of race on gender and social class. They propose untangling democracy and capitalism
because, they claim, “traditional civil rights approaches to solving inequality have depended
on the “rightness” of democracy while ignoring the structural inequality of capitalism’ (p.
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52). U.S. democracy was founded on capitalism. Tomas Almaguer (1974) argues that “both
the class and racial oppression of the Chicano, and of other colonized people of color, have
stemmed from the organization of the economic structure of U.S. capitalism and from the
labor relationships that generate from that particular mode of production” (p. 43). The
migrant agricultural labor system is a by-product of economic exploitation.
Race, gender, and class are social constructions that establish sociopolitical and
economic hierarchies or power relations among people. Children’s literature is a microcosm
of these ideologies. The construct of race was/is used to divide people into groups on the
basis of particular hereditary characteristics. Gender was/is used to divide women and men in
complex ways to confer different degrees of social power. Race and gender are socially
constructed differences, not biologically based. Class is also socially made. Class was/is used
to confer different degrees of power and opportunity based on people’s births, wealth,
occupations, education, social networks, and social position. In the United States, we hold to
the belief that success and failure in life are determined by individual factors rather than
sociopolitical circumstances. Roxana Ng (2003) defines class as “a process whereby people’s
lives are organized and transformed in terms of the relation and means of production.
Although this transformation hinges on economic relations in a capitalist society, it is not
simply an economic relation” (p. 211). The social processes of race, gender, and class
converge in everyday life and “(re)organize” our lives. Ng asserts that class locates this
(re)organization.
These social processes of race, gender, and class happen within discourse and are
relational and context dependent. They emerge in microinteractions. The power relations of
race, class, and gender are complex because they are historical, sociopolitical, multiple,
contradictory, fragmented, are intersecting; implicate the language and power relations
because they are ideological, discursive, and interdiscursive (draw on each others’
discourses); and are social processes because they are exercised, negotiated, circulated.
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transformed, fluid, porous, relational and generative. Power is exercised and generated in
relation to race, class, and gender. Power is dynamic.
Guinier and Torres (2002) reject the inevitability of domination and speak to the
generativity of human agency. Power is constituted in discourse and rendered natural or “that
is the way things are” in texts. By looking at how language use creates power subject
positions, “the focus is on the way in which the discursive practices constitute the speakers
and hearers in certain ways and yet at the same time is a resource through which speakers and
hearers can negotiate new positions” (Davies & Harre, 1990). We must rethink power to
disrupt it in children’s literature, and by extension, in U.S. society.
In teaching critical multicultural education for the past three years, I have come away
with the following understandings about power (class/race/gender) which anchor this
research:
•

it is not useful to argue about a hierarchy of oppression (Lorde, 1983);

•

it is important to identify ways in which these power relations are similar or different,
and how they work together;

•

class/race/gender are interconnected; and,

•

it is important to remember that we all benefit from interrupting coercive power
relations.

Reading class, race, and gender we become more aware of these social processes and see how
dominant discourses figure in these social ways, social structures, and social change. It is
taking responsibility in our everyday interactions by being aware of how these discourses
position us in society, and how we are implicated in their circulation. This peeling away at
reality uncovers how the social myth of the American Dream casts a shadow on these
interactions.
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How Power is Exercised
Antonio Gramsci’s (1988/2000) notion of hegemony, dominant groups’ power over
others, is largely maintained by controlling society’s beliefs and practices through the media
it controls. Hegemony happens through ideas. Critical multicultural analysis of children’s
literature is a way to understand the workings of these hegemonic relations, as well as
considering ways of resisting these dominant messages.
Critical multicultural analysis is reading that goes beyond stretching the reader’s
cultural imagination to reading that fosters a historical, sociopolitical imagination. Bringing a
critical lens to the study of multiculturalism in children’s literature invites the reader to
deconstruct dominant ideologies that have been instrumental in distributing power and
perpetuating social inequities in the United States.
Critical multicultural analysis is reading power and exposing how power is exercised,
circulated, negotiated, and reconstructed. Children’s books are windows into society and the
complexities of the power relations of class, race, and gender. Critical multiculturalism
underpins this kind of analysis because it respects diversity and uses it as a resource for
learning, by going beyond affirmation to solidarity and critique (Nieto, 2000), by examining
hegemony aftd issues of social power. Race, class, and gender matter.
Critical multicultural analysis is about opening a space for agency as readers make
sense of texts. This space is where social constructions are challenged and new ways of being
and organizing society are actively constructed and reconstructed. Our challenge as readers is
not to reproduce dominant readings but to interrupt them. Many scholars (Collins, 2000;
Darder & Torres, 1999; Goode & Maskovsky, 2001; Guinier & Torres, 2002; hooks, 2000;
Ortner, 1991 & 1998; Perrucci & Wysong, 2003) argue that class analysis must be integrated
into the critical dialogue on race and gender, especially since class helps us to understand the
deeper dimensions of racism and sexism. Rosaura Sanchez (1992) argues for looking at
ethnicity, gender, and class together in Chicano/a literature because these discourses are a
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dialogue with a number of texts in Chicano[/a] literature, with critical theory, and with
Chicano[/a] history” (p. 73). She continues: “one of the salient characteristics of Chicano[/a]
literature is its dialogue with history and its focus on collective subjectivity” (p. 73).
Building on Foucault’s (1972; 1980) understanding of discourse (a way of referring
to or constructing knowledge about a particular topic or practice), knowledge, and power, I
have identified four positions, which I believe form a continuum of how power is exercised
(see Appendix B). In my critical multicultural analysis in children’s literature, the positions
that characters assume lie on a continuum from domination to agency. This continuum exists
because of structural power inequities: We live in raced, classed, and gendered hierarchal
arrangements in the U.S. society. It is important to note that power exercised in dominated
and/or collusive ways is coercive in constitution. There is an assumption that there is “zerosum power” (Guinier & Torres, 2002), that is, when one person or group has more power,
there is less for everyone else. Power exercised from power-to collusion to agency is
constitutively collaborative. Collaborative power is not fixed or inevitable, but something that
is constituted in social interactions, between or among people. Jim Cummins (2003)
discussion on coercive and collaborative microinteractions between teachers and English
language learners is useful to understanding these power relations.
Domination5, collusion, resistance, and agency are historical and sociopolitical
possibilities available for selfhood, for being in the world. Discourses translate these social
positions into the text and make available particular reading subject positions. These patterns
of power relations are not fixed but fluctuate over time, depending on particular contexts and
people. Our goal as readers is not to freeze or isolate these positions, but to demonstrate their

5 Domination is an imperfect word to describe this subject position because it implies a fixed position
of power. I considered using oppression or repression, but, while more dynamic in meaning, they still
do not capture the fluidity of this subject position. Privileging was another consideration, but some
form of privilege is a consequence of all the subject positions. I have decided to use domination, but
implore the reader to keep the dynamism of this coercive position in mind, while remembering that it
exists because of U.S. power structures of class, race, and gender.
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fluidity by examining the social processes of power in texts and demonstrate how these
positions are constructed. They are multiple and contradictory discourses within each
position, especially the subject positions of collusion and resistance. With any of these
positions, with the recognition that there is a power matrix or how it works, people may help
themselves move along the continuum to agency. When a person becomes aware of their
power, they can share their privilege for social change. Critical multicultural analysis focuses
on the processes of gaining power, instead of static power relations. It foregrounds that there
are human agents responsible for how power is exercised and circulated, as well as functions
a tool for examining discourse in the text.
Bronwyn Davies (2000) maintains that “agency is never freedom from discursive
constitution of self but the capacity to recognize that constitution and to resist, subvert, and
change the discourses themselves through which one is being constituted” (p. 67).
Subjectivity is a process of becoming. Self-reflexivity is when readers become aware of their
constituted subjectivities and the subject positions offered by texts. This kind of reflexivity
challenges discursive practices responsible for maintaining and perpetuating the power
relations of class, race, and gender. Davies argues that agency lies in knowing the
“constructedness” of discourse.
How is power rendered in text? In my investigations and analyses of discourse in
children’s literature, I am informed by what I perceive to be the positions that characters
assume on a continuum from oppression to freedom. Building on Foucault’s understandings
of discourse, knowledge, and power, I have identified four positions, which I believe form a
continuum of how power is exercised: domination, collusion, resistance, and agency. These
subject positions demonstrate how power is exercised, as well as provide tools for
examining/analyzing discourse in the text.
The first position in the continuum is that of domination. It is the exercise of power
over. This position’s attributes include dehumanization, victimization, imposition from
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external sources, unequal power based on race, class, and gender. Sometimes, the domination
occurs de facto because of existing social constructs and systems. Sometimes, it is
interpersonal and used to manipulate the behavior of the particular individuals. It is always
dehumanizing: unequal voice, participation, decision-making, and access.
The second position is collusion. This position differs from domination, mostly in the
characteristic of internalized oppression or domination. Collusion may be conscious or
unconscious. Colluders remain silent even when they have knowledge of wrongdoing.
Towards the end of the continuum of collusion, colluders become conscious of their power to
take action, while conspiring with dominant ideologies to gain power to resist and gain
agency. Domination and collusion can be conscious and unconscious. Resistance and agency
must be conscious.
Resistance is active questioning; it is the quintessential construct of poststructuralism.
It is not haphazard or purely reactive. It is an unwillingness to be universalized and
essentialized. It is by definition oppositional and combative of an attempt of imposition. It is
speculative. It challenges discourses or as Bronwyn Davies claims that resistance is the
“shaking up” by new discourses.
Agency is initiation and power with. Agency ideally resides with all classes, genders,
and heritages. Agency is all-inclusive and complex. An agent can be agent as well as another
subject position. Being able to read multiple discourses is part of agency, as well as holding
contradictory discourses. Agency is understanding; it is the ultimate subjectivity. Bronwyn
Davies (2000) maintains that “agency is never freedom from discursive constitution or
[constructedness] of self but the capacity to recognize that constitution and to resist, subvert,
and change the discourses themselves through which one is being constituted” (p. 67). Davies
argues that agency lies in knowing the constitutiveness of discourse and a shift in
consciousness “through imagining not what is, but what might be” (p. 67). Each of us holds
multiple subject positions.
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How people perceive their place in the world influences how they act in the world
(Freire, 1970/1985; Tejeda, Espinoza, & Gutierrez, 2003). Subjectivity is a process of
becoming. Social transformation can only occur when people develop a critical consciousness
of power relations and possibilities for changing or undoing oppressive ways of social
organization. Critical multicultural analysis provides a site for deconstruction and
reconstruction. This site offers readers cognitive flexibility in how they perceive the world,
by questioning and theorizing, and taking up collectively-minded worldviews. It is reading
toward a sociopolitical imagination and social change.

Critical Multicultural Analysis:
Constructing a Multi-Layered Lens

My goal for this critical multicultural analysis of children’s books about Mexican
American migrant farmworkers is to work toward a “discursive leveling of texts” (Rudd,
1999); that is, reading these texts alongside literary and cultural criticism, and other
secondary sources, because discourses circulate everywhere, including in book reviews,
research, theory, pedagogy, and the like. It is a way of placing children’s literature within the
total discursive field. Reading these books against a broader historical, sociopolitical context
will explicate what these texts are doing in the world (Pennycook, 2000; Reese, 2001), while
keeping in mind that their textuality is socially constructed. In what ways do these texts enact
the power relations of class, race, and gender? Critical multicultural analysis is literary
criticism and sociopolitical analysis side by side, while understanding literature against
historical and sociopolitical trends and developments.
This text collection functions as evidence of U.S. power relations of class, race, and
gender. In other words, children’s literature is a social transcript of these power relations. In
this dissertation, I read these books against the historical and sociopolitical context of migrant
work in the United States; the history and scholarship of multicultural children’s literature. I
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historicize these current representations of Mexican American migrant workers within the
developments of the Mexican American experience as it is rendered in children’s literature.
Since many of these titles fall under the genre of realistic fiction, I consider how this genre
textually reconstructs reality. I also consider the nonfiction novel because, as readers, we
assume that factual stories closely represent reality. Through critical discourse analysis, I
analyze how power is exercised among the characters to locate how the power is exercised
along a continuum of domination to agency. In locating how power is exercised, I connect
these “microinteractions” to the power relations of class, race, and gender; it is foregrounding
how power is enacted in text.
Critical multicultural analysis is a multi-layered lens (see Appendix C) that is focused
and refocused through a recursive process of analysis. I use a microanalysis tool to conduct
critical discourse analyses of the characters’ social processes (see Appendix D), considering
that language use constitutes discourses, ideologies, and subject positions; the social
processes among characters relate to U.S. power relations of class, gender, and race; and, the
focalization(s) of the text offers particular reading subject positions, linked to
class/race/gender discourses and ideologies.
At the center of this lens is the focalization of the story (Whose story is this? from
what point of view? Who sees? Who is observed?). After examining the point of view of
these texts, the social processes of the characters will be considered (How is power
exercised? Who has agency? Who resists and challenges domination and collusion? Who
speaks and who is silenced? Who acts? and who is acted upon? Who waits? What reading
subject positions are offered by these texts?). Many of the characters try to leave their poverty
behind at the U.S./Mexican border. What social power relations are the characters thrown
into in the “land of opportunity”? The readers get to meet the family members in these
stories. Critical multicultural analysis requires that the historical, sociopolitical, and
discursive forces that have shaped these families are considered. The end or closure of these
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texts will be the next layer of analysis (How did the writer close the story? What are the
assumptions imbedded in this closure? Is the ending ideologically open or closed?).
Since most of the books in my analysis are realistic fiction and nonfiction novels, I
closely examine how these genres position the characters and the reader; what subject
positions are offered by each genre; and, how does realistic fiction and nonfiction novels
organize the reader’s perceptions of reality by managing ideology. In many ways, genre is the
material representation of ideology. This examination locates some of the historical,
sociopolitical, and discursive influences upon this genre.
My analysis will be broadened by analyzing the text collection against a
sociopolitical lens (What cultural statements [in literary and nonliterary texts] is this book
responding to? [Myers, 1988] What dominant messages about race, gender, and class are
imbedded in the book reviews, research, other literature about these books? What is the
sociopolitical situation of Mexican American migrant agricultural labor?)
The lens will widen to look at these texts historically (What are some historical
developments of the migrant labor system? What is the history of Mexican Americans’
participation in this system? How is the Mexican American experience rendered in children’s
literature over time?). Since these texts are social transcripts of U.S. power relations, the
following questions will be considered: What are the prevailing dominant ideologies about
class, race, and gender translated in the texts? In what ways does the discourse of the
American Dream prevail? The multi-layers of critical multicultural analysis are immersed in
the discourses of race, class, and gender. These layers of analysis foreground the subject
positions offered by each text.
Microanalvsis of Texts
I draw on Fairclough’s (1992) three-dimensional process of discourse analysis: Any
discursive ‘event’ (i.e., any instance of discourse) is seen as being simultaneously a piece of
text, an instance of discursive practice, and an instance of social practice. Discursive practices
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construct social processes or power relationships between people, as well as contribute to
maintaining raced, gendered, and classed power relations or structures. Discursive practice
contributes to reproducing society, that is, social identities, social processes, and
knowledge/power structures, as well as transforming power relations. Discursive practices
draws on conventions. I examine how the genre shapes how the story gets told, as well as the
focalization and story closure. Finally, I am interested in how race, class, and gender
ideologies draw on each other—intertextuality (texts draw on other literary and non-literary
texts) and interdiscursivity (discourses drawing on other discourses). Fairclough states: “it is
the nature of the social practice that determines the macro-processes of discursive practice,
and it is the micro-processes that shape the text” (1992, p. 86).
I record and analyze the “instances of discourse” (Fairclough, 1992) among
characters. The units of analysis were determined by a shift in language use due to time,
place, character, event, or perspective changes. I discern how discursive practices or how
language use shapes social processes or relations by enacting the subject positions of
dominator, colluder, resister, and/or agent. The microanalyses were completed on
representative texts to demonstrate how characters exercise power along a continuum of
domination, collusion, resistance, and agency. I selected representative or key texts across the
genres to explicate the emerging cultural themes of the text collection. In locating cultural
themes, topics that run through these stories and interactions, I make visible how words live
among other words, and how these word associations are implicated in how society is
organized. Words bring with them histories and worldviews.
The following categories guided my analysis: focalization, social function,
class/race/gender ideology, reading subject positions of domination, collusion, resistance, and
agency. Domination and collusion and coercive relations of power resistance and agency are
collaborative power arrangements. Finally, the last category is what the discourse is doing to
social processes among the characters.
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Data Collection Process
The text collection is comprised of 25 children’s book titles that were published
between 1992 and 2003.1 researched the Children’s Room of Bowker’s-Books-in-Print
database under the category of migrant laborers. I visited the Resource Center of the
Americas online bookstore and reviewed their children’s literature collection on “migrant
child farmworkers.” More recently, I used the Comprehensive Children’s Literature Database
to confirm my text collection and locate book reviews and awards information. In addition, I
visited Amazon and publishers’ Web sites, and Book Review Digest database to locate
additional awards information and book reviews. Finally, I enlisted the help of a children’s
literature listserv based at Rutgers University (CHILD_LIT@EMAIL.RUTGERS.EDU) and
local reference librarians.
My reading of the text collection includes primary and secondary sources. My
analyses of these books are situated readings, based on my present understanding of this
corpus of literature at this place and time. In Chapter 4,1 construct a historical and
sociopolitical context of Mexican American participation in the U.S. migrant farmworker
system and Chicano/a representation in children’s literature. Moreover, I discuss the social
constructiveness of genres, in particular, realistic fiction, nonfiction novels, and picture
books. I address the discursive constructions of characters and the ideological and
sociopolitical implications of how stories end.
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CHAPTER IV
RECONTEXTUALIZING MEXICAN AMERICAN REPRESENTATION IN
CHILDREN’S LITERATURE
“The Mexican Re volution....I don’t know the whole story....I didn’t go to school, but what I
do know I learned from listening to corridos and to your abuelita Estefama. She told me that
during that time, many of the rich hacendados treated the campesinos like slaves.”
-Papa (p. 82)
The Circuit
by Francisco Jimenez

“As far as I’m concerned slavery still exists in the United States. But nobody knows of this
since nobody cuts cauliflower or celery except campesinos”
-Isabel Sorio (p. 27)
Harvest
by George Ancona

The comprehensive analysis of any cultural product is incomplete without
contextualizing it within history and society (Sanchez 1992). Kirby Moss (2003) advocates
for “recontextualizing” because it is essential “to lure cultural experience and group identity
out of their common presentations by moving deeper into postmodern and critical
explorations of authority and representation” (p. 112). The act of recontextualizing shows
how people are working against “essentialized boundaries of assumptions” (p. 112). They do
this, he argues, as a “basic necessity to define themselves and their experience in relation and
in contrast to the way they are perceived to be defined” (p. 112). Catching cultural actors in
action shows how they exercise power in their everyday lives. Moss contends that as we
struggle “to understand people as they experience their race, class, and subjective identities in
general, we see contradictions and paradoxes to ingrained discourses and constructions, not
splinterings from some mythical whole, but people constantly searching through their
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actuality for some type of whole” (p. 113). What follows is a recontextualization of Mexican
American representation in children’s literature by examining the historical and sociopolitical
circumstances of Mexican American participation in the U.S. farmworker system and by
historicizing representation over time. The social, discursive, and political constructions of
genres, narrative processes (characterization), and story closure will be considered in this
process of recontextualization, that is, understanding this text collection against historical,
sociopolitical, and discursive conditions.

The Historical and Sociopolitical Context of Mexican American
Participation in the U.S. Migrant Agricultural Labor System
In his account of one Mexican family on the migrant circuit, Ruben Martinez (2001)
describes the border:
The mostly invisible line that stretches two thousand miles along sand, yellow dirt
dotted with scrub brush, and the muddy waters of the Rio Grande. Invisible, say for
certain stretches near San Diego, Nogales, and El Paso, where the idea of the U.S.Mexico border takes physical form through steel, chain links, barbed wire, concrete,
and arc lamps that light the barren terrain at night. At these three crossing points—
San Diego being the busiest port of entry in the world—the Border Patrol has cleared
the land for miles around, so that the human figures who try to breach the line stand
in stark relief and cast shadows. (Martinez, p. 1)

Many of the characters in the text collection cross this border or refer to its presence as a
marker that signals the socioeconomic divide that exists within and between Mexico and the
United States. However, it is important to note that this border is sociopolitically made, and
historically speaking, the border crossed the people (Fernandez, 2003). That is, the American
Southwest once belonged to Mexico and was taken over by military force by the United
States.
In his most recent book. Brown: The Last Discovery of America, Richard Rodriguez
(2002) explains that brown is understood in Latin America as “a reminder of conflict : I am
made of the conquistador and the Indian” (p. xii). North of the U.S-Mexico border, the
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future is brown” (p. 35). Brown becomes a verb—the “browning” of America. South of the
border brown signals a history. Brown is beyond “the founding palette” of Red, Black, and
White. The border is a metaphor for shifting identities and geopolitical status.
The Mexican American experience began historically in 1848 with the Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo. This historical event marks a sociopolitical shift in identity. Before this
date, it is important to note that the Mexican population was socially and economically
diverse as well as geographically scattered (Almaguer, 1989). The response to U.S. conquest
was also diverse: What came to bind the Mexican Americans to each other was a history of
power relations between the dominant Anglo-American culture and the fledgling Mexican
American culture. This history informs the rendering and interpretation of the Mexican
American experience in children’s literature. An economic and racial oppression, political
inequality, and educational deculturalization marks this history. Mexican Americans were/are
a heterogeneous group with class and cultural associations and disassociations, which
dramatically shape/d the diversity in ethnic identification and social position. These historical
processes are complex.
Almaguer (1989) argues that the racial examination of the colonizing processes
obscures the class divisions that existed prior to 1848 and masks “the class nature of this
racial conflict” (p. 12). For example, according to Almaguer, these historical accounts fail to
document the enslavement of the Indian population in the ranchero-based system. In addition,
the class system in place before European contact was greatly divided along racial lines. The
focus on Anglo-Mexican relations overshadows the experiences of other underrepresented
Southwest groups. The labor systems were complex: “These included the coercive labor
system associated with the Mexican rancho economy, other pre-capitalist labor systems such
as slavery and indentured servitude, the marginalized communal economy of the Indian
population, and the free wage-labor system of the rapidly ascending capitalist economy (p.
17). Almaguer (1989) maintains that it does not mean that Chicanos were on equal economic
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footing with the Anglo-American population, but that historical evidence shows that they
were relegated to the bottom of the “emerging capitalist economic order” (p. 17). Mexicans
became socially defined against blackness, which “destabilized [this] political alliance built
out of resistance to an oppressive economic regime” (Guinier & Torres, 2002, p. 230).
Mexicans did/do not fit into the black/white paradigm.
Overall, Mexicans were considered “more structurally assimilable” than other
minority groups because they, for the most part, were a Christian people, spoke a romance
language, had a politically powerful upper class, the female population intermarried with
Whites, and, because of their Spaniard ancestry, were perceived as White. Their social
position significantly changed with a great influx of immigrants in the early decades of the
twentieth century. The significant feature of the twentieth-century Chicano experience in
California is marked by “the proletarianization of the Mexican population that immigrated to
the United States during the 1910s, 1920s, and 1930s” (p. 24). In these early decades of the
1900s, main conflicts occurred between the Mexican and Anglo-American working classes.
Mexico was/is a class and race divided society. In the earlier 1900s, Mexicans were
“pushed north by the Mexican government’s radical dismantling of traditional communal
landownership, which forced 5 million rural Mexicans—over 97 percent of the campesino
population—off their land” (Rothenberg, 1998, p. 32). The agricultural industry absorbed
many Mexican documented and undocumented immigrants during this period. Rodolfo
Acuna (1988) argues that “Mexican labor...built the Southwest” (p. 141), especially the
expansion in agricultural production. The immigration laws such as the 1908 Gentleman’s
Agreement and the 1924 Immigration Act, which excluded Asian labor, further facilitated the
increase in Mexican agricultural labor. Many farmers preferred Mexican farmworkers
because they were “more humble and you get more for your money” (Takaki, 1993, p. 321).
The First World War brought an increase in Mexican migration to the United States
due to the labor needs of “the war economy.” The U.S. government created programs to
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promote Mexican migration across the border. Many of these immigrants worked in
agriculture. Mexican migration, motivated by this “push-pull process” (McWilliam, 1968 as
cited in Gonzales, 1999, p. 114), accounts for one of the largest mass migrations in human
history: Acuna (1988) maintains that one-tenth of Mexico’s population migrated north from
the early 1900s up to the Great Depression. The Mexican Revolution, which began 1910,
created social, political, and economic forces that contributed to this influx of immigrants.
The Mexican International Railroad facilitated mass migration. According to Ronald
Takaki (1993), the Mexican population in the Southwest swelled from approximately 375,000
to 1,160,000 between 1900 and 1930, with Mexican nationals as the majority. The greatest
stream of people happened during the 1920s, when approximately half a million Mexicans
entered the United States. Many of these people settled in Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, and
California. During the Great Depression, Chicanas/os actively participated in labor struggles.
For example, in 1933, twelve thousand farmworkers in the San Joaquin Valley protested
wage cuts. Mexican women played a significant role in these strikes. In 1929, the federal
government passed the Deportation Action, which gave counties power to send Mexicans
back to Mexico. Many U.S.-born citizens were sent back in the Immigration Bureau’s many
sweeps. Between 1929 and 1935 approximately 450,000 Mexicans and Mexican Americans
were relocated to Mexico, one the largest involuntary migrations in the United States.
During the Second World War, the possibility of farm labor shortages was imminent
because many poor White workers were entering the military or finding better jobs in the war
economy. The U.S. government instituted a “guest worker system” in 1942 called the
Bracero6 Program, a “managed migration” (Gonzales, 1999, p. 174). Over a twenty-two year
period, this program brought 4 to 5 million Mexican workers into the United States to work in
the agricultural industry (Rothenberg, 1998). This program supplied farmers with cheap,

6 Bracero means “someone who works with his arms.” The Bracero Program ran from 1942 to 1964,
permitting U.S. farmers to contract Mexican farmworkers for seasonal work.
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docile, and disposable farm laborers from Mexico” (del Castillo & De Leon, 1996, p. 127).
Manuel G. Gonzales (1999) claims that the duration of the Bracero Program speaks to the
substantial power held by U.S. agribusiness. While the Bracero Program was in place, it
obstructed unionization efforts because it permitted a free flow of labor from the South. The
U.S. government ended this program in 1965. The termination of this federal program created
a space for the United Farm Workers (UFW) union, “the most ambitious unionization attempt
to date” (Gonzales, 1999).
The United Farm Workers, first named the National Farm Workers Union, was
founded in Fresno, California, on September 30, 1962 by Cesar Chavez, a former migrant
farmworker, and Dolores Huerta, a former schoolteacher. Since union activities
accommodated families, women played a key role in securing better wages and work
conditions, and access to health and dental care. The Delano grape strike, initiated by the
Filipino union, the Agricultural Workers Organizing Committee, was UFW’s first project.
Since most of the farmworkers in the area were Mexican, Chavez was invited to join forces.
Greatly influenced by Gandhi and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., he passionately believed in
nonviolence. The UFW allied themselves with other trade unions and religious organizations.
Along with these alliances, the UFW has organized, striked, boycotted, protested, prayed,
marched, and fasted against unjust agricultural labor practices. To this day, the UFW
struggles to organize farm labor.
The Chicano Movimiento of the 1960s failed to include the farmworker’s concerns of
labor exploitation in their cause (Rosales, 1997). El movimiento participants embraced a
middle-class Mexican American agenda: education and social mobility, whereas the Mexican
workers had “bread-and-butter concerns” (p. 112). In addition, Arturo Rosales (1997) argues
that “movimiento participants did not dwell on unionization because its success depended on
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a working-class consciousness that required collaboration with [W]hite workers—an
unattractive option during these very nationalistic times” (p. 112).
Documented immigration from Mexico in the 1970s averaged 60,000 per year.
Pressure by agribusiness has resulted in other legislation to allow more Mexicans to enter the
country as “guest workers.” The human flow between the two countries can be attributed to
economic factors and family reunification efforts, anti-Indian policies and practices in
Mexico, and the decline of extended family networks. More women are immigrating with
their families. In addition, many of the recent immigrants from Mexico are refugees from
Central America (Gonzalez, 1999). The push-pull explanation no longer applies. Immigration
patterns are more complex. For example, many families maintain dual residence, establishing
“a transnational migrant circuit” (Rouse, 1989 as cited in Gonzalez, 1999, p. 228).
Mexican Americans are the largest growing ethnolinguistic group in the United
States. In the March 2002 “Current Population Survey” of the U.S. Census Bureau,
Latinas/os7 comprised 13.3% (37.4 million) of the U.S. population, of which 66.9% (25.1
million) were Mexican8 people who mostly resided in the American Southwest. One-third of
the Latina/o population was under age 18, with Mexicans/Chicanos having the largest
proportion (37.1) of people under this age. One-quarter of Latina/o children lived in poverty.
Latina/o families were more likely to live in poverty and be unemployed than “non-[Latina/o]
White” families: Mexicans/Chicanas/os had the second highest rate (8.4%) of unemployment,
with Puerto Ricans experiencing the highest rate (9.6%). Approximately seventy-six percent
of Mexicans/Chicanas/os, who are full-time year-round workers, earned less than $35,000.
Latinas/os have the lowest formal education attainment rate in the United States, with twenty-

7 This U.S. Census Bureau survey refers to Latinas/os as Hispanics. Like Joel Spring and Sonia Nieto,
I prefer the term Latina/o because Hispanic is “associated with Spanish cultural imperialism (Spring,
2004, p. 75). Just like with Mexican American and Chicana/o, no consensus exists within the
Latino/Hispanic community about which term to use (Nieto, 2004). These are complex historical and
cultural associations.
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five-year-old and older Mexicans/Chicanas/os having the lowest proportion of people with a
high school diploma, bachelor’s degree or higher education. In a 2000 survey about
languages spoken at home, over 28 million people (the U.S. population was 262.4 million),
who were 5 years old and over, spoke Spanish or Spanish Creole (U.S. Census Bureau,
2000). Out of this total, 8,105,505 speakers of Spanish resided in California. Sanchez (1992)
states: “One of the salient characteristics of Chicano literature is its dialogue with history and
its focus on collective subjectivity” (p. 73). The representation of the Mexican American
experience in children’s literature further illuminates the depiction of the migrant farmworker
system.

The Historical and Sociopolitical Context of Mexican American
Representation in Children’s Literature
Many scholars of Chicano/a literature argue that this body of literature needs to be
interpreted against a historical and sociopolitical backdrop of the Mexican American
experience, starting in 1848, the political moment that is used to mark the beginning of
Mexican American identity. But literature existed before this historical moment and
continued after this conquest. It is worth noting that, most recently, Arte Publico Press
initiated the Recovery Project, a comprehensive program to reconstitute the literary history of
Latinos/as in the United States from colonial times to 1960. Apparently no Mexican
American children’s literature exists prior to 1940; however, an oral literary tradition was
present before and after this historical period.
Cultural homogeneity and historical distortion pervade the representation of Mexican
Americans in children’s literature. The stereotypic rendering began in 1940: It was a
“pastoral view” (Cortes 1992) of what Mexicans, not Mexican Americans, looked and acted
like. Between 1940 to 1970 approximately six books a year on Mexican American themes

8 The U.S. Census Bureau uses Mexican to signify someone who was bom in Mexico or of Mexican
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and content were published. The Council on Interracial Books for Children (1975) argues that
this number is inflated since many of the 140 books they surveyed were not about Chicano
culture, but about Mexico and Mexicans “adventuring in the United States [and] about
characters with Spanish names” (p.7). Of the 60 nonfiction books examined in this
investigation, only 15 were about the Mexican American experience and the Southwest.
Given these figures, a more accurate estimate for annual publishing would be about 1 to 3
books per year for this time period (Barrera, Liguori & Salas, 1993).
In 1975 the Council on Interracial Books for Children (CD3C) initiated the first
comprehensive study of the representation of Mexican Americans in children’s literature.
Their findings were published in the Interracial Books for Children Bulletin. (The Council
simultaneously published this survey in Spanish in La Luz, a magazine based in Denver,
Colorado.) The survey included 200 children’s books on Chicano/a themes, published from
1940 to 1970. Anglo writers wrote all the books examined. Out of the 200 volumes 140
books were fiction. CIBC’s intent was to analyze books for racist and sexist content. The
survey findings show a general pattern of cultural misrepresentation and stereotypic realist
depiction. Many of the strong undercurrents in these books reveal race and class biases. The
common cultural themes include: ’’poverty plot” (i.e., generated by two assumptions held by
Anglo authors: “(1) the assumption of Mexican and Chicano quaintness, ignorance and
inferiority; and (2) the assumption of Anglo benevolence and the unquestioned superiority of
the Anglo American way of life” (CIBC, 1975, p. 8); “poor, ignorant, helpless Mexican is
saved by a benevolent Anglo”; ’’Chicano gets his wish, but selflessly sacrifices it”; “striving
Chicano (pushes for an education)”; and ’’adventures of the migrant worker,” that is,
Mexicans depicted as going north to the “land of opportunity,” whereas Chicanos bom in the
United States are portrayed as “leading a rootless life following the crops.” Implicit in all of
these recurrent themes is that acculturation is inevitable and the “only possible road to [a]

heritage. I will use Mexican/Chicana/o instead to signal these cultural memberships.
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better life” (p. 8): A pressure to be “American,” while leaving the Mexican American culture
and Spanish language behind, is central to these texts. The Spanish language and English
language learning are carelessly treated in these texts: There are translation mistakes and the
stereotypical portrayal of the English speech of people whose first language is Spanish. In
these books, poverty is consistently one of the main characters in these books and “a literary
device” (Hade, personal communication, July 2002), that is, a technique to tell a story, and, as
CIBC maintains, realistic fiction became a stereotype of a cultural group (CEBC, 1975).
A smaller study published in The Reading Teacher in December 1982 examines
books published since 1970, with the majority produced between 1970 and 1973. Shirley A.
Wagoner claims only a handful of books were published after 1974. Wagoner outlines the
recurring themes: family life and education. Stories portray families as large and close-knit.
Education promises the fulfillment of personal and social goals. Wagoner found stories more
complex than the books published prior to 1970; the texts feature three-dimensional
protagonists constrained by their “cultural circumstances.” The particularities of family life
are interpreted as cultural ways, and not ways to act upon the socioeconomic hardships
foisted upon the families by a racist and classist society. These books generally portray most
Mexican Americans as migrant farmworkers, even though, in 1973, 80% of the Mexican
American population lived in urban centers (Eiseman, 1973, p. 64 as cited in Wagoner,
1982).
During the early 1980s Mexican American culture was invisible from children’s
literature, but a shift occurred toward the second half of this decade and early 1990s. The
shift can be attributed to a small number of Chicana/o writers who began writing for children
(e.g., Gary Soto, Rudolfo Anaya, Sabine Ulibarn, Carmen Tafolla, and Pat Mora) and
Mexican American owned and small alternative presses’ publishing activity. Their works of
fiction reflected the complexities of the Mexican American community, cross-cultural
friendships, biracial families, connections between traditional and contemporary themes, and
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blending story elements from multiple cultures, as well as including codeswitching in text
and bilingual text (Spanish/English) editions.
This shift in writing captured the “subtle and not-so-subtle intra-group differences,”
foregrounding the commonalities that bind the Mexican American community as an ethnic
group (Barrera, Liguori, & Salas, 1993, p. 223). The genres represented in these
developments were fiction and poetry. According to these scholars, nonfiction representation
offered a more balanced treatment of the Mexican American community during the 1980s
and into the 1990s. European American authors wrote most of these texts. During this time,
many omissions still existed in the areas of biographies and historical accounts. Rosalinda B.
Barrera, Olga Liguori, and Loretta Salas (1993) argue that story lines exist to move along
“the parade of cultural information,” that is, Mexican American characters are superficially
depicted, with European American children as the targeted audience (p. 211).
Their survey of 1980 to 1991 marks a period of substantial improvement in the
representation of Mexican Americans in children’s literature. Barrera, Liguori, and Salas
(1993) recommend some “seeds for growing a ‘new literature’” that they claim can
considerably improve Chicana/o children’s literature:
•

this experience is diverse, complex and dynamic;

•

authentic portrayal is based on particularities of this experience;

•

insider writers play an important role in representing this experience;

•

the literary potential of this experience has barely been tapped; and,

•

Mexican American literature is a source of knowledge and learning for all children.
(p. 208)

Their recommendations signal that the Mexican American experience is everchanging,
diverse, complex, contradictory, multiple, and shifting, a complex definition of culture.
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Who gets to write about the Mexican American culture? Cortes (1992) notes that
“authors from outside the culture have generally been more successful in writing nonfiction,
which relies upon factual research and the quality of its presentation, than in depicting the
subtle aspects of language, experience, and emotion necessary for a compelling work of
fiction” (p. 123). In their study, Barrera, Liguori, and Salas (1993) locate misinformation or
“cultural errors” as well as a cultural barrenness—an “acultural rendering,” that is, the story
includes some Latino names and a dash of Spanish words. Barrera, Liguori, and Salas (1993)
purport that “cultural authenticity will follow and flow naturally when the doors to children’s
literature are opened to writers from non-mainstream cultures, when different perspectives
and different voices are encouraged and supported” (p. 218). Insider authors may be more apt
to portray power relations up close instead of stereotyping and/or decontextualizing people
and their behaviors; they situate social processes. Capturing these social subtleties brings the
reader closer to how the power relations of class, race, and gender are exercised in
microinteractions.
Joined by Oralia Garza de Cortes, Rosalinda B. Barrera (1997) conducted research on
the Mexican American in children’s literature from 1992 to mid-1995, a period marked by
increased activity in multicultural publishing. The text sample consisted of 67 books
published in the United States. They also examined 50 books published about Mexican
culture and experience to gamer any subtle information that would illuminate their analysis.
At this point, the annual average increased from 6 books per year to 19. These scholars argue
that this is a small increase given the growth in the overall multicultural children’s literature
publishing, and in U.S. children’s publishing in general, and the increased growth of the
Mexican American population. In this early-to-mid-1990s survey, fiction outnumbers
nonfiction by a ratio of 2.35 to 1. Eighty-two percent of the fiction books take place in
contemporary times, and the remaining books deal with the past. Authors of Mexican
American heritage created approximately a third of these titles (23 books). Gary Soto, a
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Mexican American author, wrote almost half of these books (11 titles). These books reflect
an increased use of Spanish in the text: bilingual editions with English and Spanish texts
along each other or “interlingual,” incorporating Spanish words and phrases within the
English text. With this increase in Spanish, also different dialects of Spanish are included.
Across their text sample they found the following themes: holidays/special days (i.e.,
Christmas, Day of the Dead, and birthdays), migrants, immigrants (documented and
undocumented), and foods. While these developments demonstrate an increase of a more
complex representation of Mexican American, some “chronic” stereotypes persist: “(a)
Mexican Americans are an ‘exotic’ and ‘foreign’ people...(b) Mexican Americans are a
readily identifiable group within a narrow band of society” (p. 135). The latter stereotype
masks the intragroup diversity of the Mexican American people: migrants and immigrants are
one fraction of the whole. Thus a large portion of this cultural group remains invisible in the
world of children’s literature.
The Mexican American story includes more complex views of family life, while not
submitting to the stereotypes that all Chicano families are large and splintered. These family
portrayals have moved into urban contexts and not just rural, farm settings. While these
stories move away from stereotyping family life, some distortions still endure:
ethnocentricism, “overloading”, romanticism, and “typecasting.” “Overloading” is the return
of the “cultural parade” where customs and traditions are strung together without a story line
in place. The “myth of U.S. opportunity” is imbedded in these stories where the characters
speculate on better lives in the United States. There also exists an overemphasis on Santa Fe
style as representative of Mexican American culture. Romanticism signifies a lack of
sociopolitical information to offer a deeper understanding of the social arrangements.
Typecasting refers to recurring social positioning of Mexican Americans as particular
character types in particular roles.

Ill

Barrera and Garza de Cortes (1997) attribute the more complex rendering of the
Mexican American identity to the writing by insider authors. They cite a dearth in
biographies about Mexican Americans who have made significant contributions to the
Mexican American community and U.S. society, as well as the lack of histories of important
events in the Mexican American experience.
In 1999, Rosalinda Barrera, with Ruth E. Quiroa and Cassiette West-Williams,
published their analysis of Mexican American children’s literature produced from late 1995
to late 1998. Ninety-two books were identified for analysis, a 37% increase from the previous
study and an annual increase from 19 to 31. Fifty-eight percent of the sample was fiction (54
books), with 22% biography, representing .5% of the total amount of children’s books
published annually in the United States. Nineteen books have bilingual text and 10 had
separate editions written in Spanish. The majority of the texts were written in English. Some
of these books include a sprinkling of Spanish words and phrases, with glossaries providing
translation for the new vocabulary. The overarching theme in the primary grade books is the
importance of family and intergenerational ties. Other themes include childhood memories,
growing up and gaining confidence, cultural transition involving school, and celebrations.
The books for middle school age readers consist of similar themes about family and family
issues. Other themes were coming-of-age and survival struggles; intercultural conflict;
overcoming personal issues; and cultural maintenance and change. Most books, at both
levels, take place in contemporary times. Gary Soto (7 titles), Pat Mora (4 titles), and Olivia
Dumas Lachtman (4 titles) were the principal authors for this time period. One third of the
children’s books published in this period of time were produced by small independent
publishers such as Arte Publico Press, Pinata Books, an imprint of the aforementioned
publishing house, and Children’s Book Press.
Barrera, Quiroa, and West-Williams (1999) comment that the fiction published
during this period is “a significant core of young adult fiction books which combine gripping
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content, cultural authenticity, and skilled writing” (p. 322). Among these texts is Francisco
Jimenez’s book, The Circuit. These scholars contend that Jimenez moves away from a
romanticized depiction of migrant life, oftentimes rendered in children’s and young adult
literature. Jimenez conveys the interdependence of the family members with accuracy. He
weaves Spanish words, phrases, and sentences, letting in the subtleties of the Spanish
language, as only an insider can, note the scholars. Gathering the Sun, written by Alma Flor
Ada and illustrated by Simon Silva, which conveys “respect and dignity for the nation’s
Mexican American migrant farmworkers,” was also published during this period (p. 325).
Originally written in Spanish, this book showcases the Spanish alphabet. Migrant Worker: a
Boy from the Rio Grande Valley, written by Diane Hoyt-Goldsmith and photographed by

Lawrence Migdale, also was published during this period. This photo-essay documents the
hardworking life of Ricky, an eleven-year-old boy.
The Cooperative Children’s Book Center (CCBC) publishes statistics on books about
or by Latinos from 1994 to 2002. On average about 73 books have been published annually.
CCBC attributes these steady publishing trends to an increase of books written by Latino/a
authors and the publishing activities of small presses. In addition, the Americas, Pura Belpre,
and Tomas Rivera awards have brought recognition to the work of Latina/o writers.
The historical and sociopolitical context of Mexican American representation in
children’s literature Chicana/o participation in the U.S. migrant farmworker system
recontextualizes these historical and sociopolitical processes, which offers a backdrop to
analyze the content of the text collection. Critical multicultural analysis also demands that
readers consider the role form plays on the content of a text. In the next section, the social
construction of genres as realistic fiction, poetry, picture books, nonfiction narratives, as well
as the discursive shaping of characters and ideological implications of the story closure are
examined.
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Genres as Social Constructions
Children’s literature is an ideological expression of a particular place and time. We
must ask, “Is form a product of content or is content the product of form?” Eagleton (1976)
maintains that “forms are historically determined by the kind of ‘content’ they have to
embody; they are changed, transformed, broken down and revolutionized as that content itself
changes. ‘Content’ is in this sense prior to ‘form’”(p. 22). Is the distinction between the two
artificial? He claims that “significant developments in literary form...result from significant
changes in ideology” (p.24-25). Bakhtin’s (1981) and Eagleton’s work suggest that
antecedent literary forms, or genres, endure within new ones. Eagleton (1976) continues:
In selecting a form, then, the writer finds this choice already ideologically
circumscribed. He may combine and transmute forms available to him from a literary
tradition, but these forms themselves, as well as his permutation of them, are
ideologically significant. The languages and devices a writer finds to hand are
already saturated with certain ideological modes of perception.... (p. 26-27)
It is imperative to look at how each genre has been socially constructed and how
these constructions shape what gets told and how. John Stephens argues (1991) “that in most
modes of narration the representations of interaction between characters and society, whereby
a character ‘discovers’ its own subjectivity, is reproduced on another level in the audience
engagement with the text, which is largely on terms determined by the text” (pp. 63-64). Each
genre requires an awareness on the part of the reader in which critical multicultural analysis
invites consideration of these “categories set up by the interaction of textual features and
reading practices which shape and limit the meanings readers can make with a text” (Moon,
1999, p. 81).
Tzvetan Todorov (2000) links genre to human discourse, revealing that old genres are
imbedded in new ones. He draws on Michel Bakhtin’s (1986) work on speech genres and
acknowledges the intertextual, polygeneric, and heteroglot nature of genres. Todorov’s
research focuses on the discursive origins of a genre by examining the transformations speech
acts undergo before they are deemed a genre. He maintains that genres originate from human
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discourse; they are the product of infinite transformations. That is, utterances go through
significant modifications over time. Todorov (2000) proposes that “it is because genres exist
as an institution that they function as ‘horizons of expectation’ for readers and as ‘ models of
writing’ for authors” (p. 199).
Any genre can contain or be a mixture of several genres: most genres are hybrids.
The prevailing genre is the one that is most present. According to Christine Gledhill (1997),
genres “produce meanings through relationships of similarity and difference” (p. 356). Each
genre is a discursive practice, a tapestry of discourse, woven with discursive threads. When
we think of a particular genre, we see reality or the world through a particular prism. If we
know that a story is classified under “fantasy” we will read it differently than if it were
“realistic fiction.” Our expectations and responses can be programmed according to the genre
clues that are emitted by the text. Genre organizes our perceptions and confirms our literary
expectations.
When readers approach a text the genre “hails” (Althusser, 1986) them to read in
particular ways. When we recognize a text because of its conventions, our expectations are
confirmed and we are discouraged from inventing a different perspective and understanding.
We take up the position of the genre, rather than investigating alternative positions.
Who or what, therefore, is in control of the text? Where does the source of the
meaning lie? Is it the genre, the author-writer? or the reader? How do social practices and
conditions influence the text? Barthes (1977) and Foucault (1984) contend that the author
has little to do with the ultimate meaning of the text. Barthes believes in the reader’s power,
and Foucault in the discourse generated socially through the “author-function.

He brashly

raises the possibility that “We can easily imagine a culture where discourse would circulate
without any need for an author.” (p. 468) and where no one would worry about the identity of
the true author or the authenticity of that person. Rather, the questions would be directed
toward the process of the text and the “modes of existence of the discourse (p. 468). Barthes
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(1977) argues that “The writer can only imitate a gesture that is always anterior, never
original. His only power is to mix writings, to counter the ones with the others, in such a way
as never to rest on any one of them” (p. 146).
The deconstruction and reconstruction of genres unmasks power as well as speculates
on its redistribution. How do the conventions of a particular genre mask the power relations
in the story? Conventions, social agreements, and expectations influence what gets said and
not said. Genres are one way to control human discourse and manage ideology; they are the
material representation of ideology. But genres can be sites of resistance and struggle as
authors experiment with genre blurring. Thomas Beebee (1994) maintains that “if genre is a
form of ideology, then the struggle against or the deviations from genre are ideological
struggles” (p. 19).
I agree with Terry Threadgold (1989) that “to make genre, discourse and story
‘visible’ by teaching them is potentially to provide the means if not the certainty of
subversion and change” (p. 107). Genres are a system of control over the writer and reader.
According to Robert Hodge (1990),
A system of genres is the product of an act of classification, and classification is
always a strategy of control. What is classified and controlled is not just texts. The
classifications of texts are also classifications of people—readers and writers—and of
what they write or read about and what they should think and mean. Clearly the
concept of genre is crucial in understanding how literature is implicated in basic
systems of social control, (p. 21)
In what ways does the genre of realistic fiction for children control the reader? the author?
Realistic Fiction
The developments in genres coincide with our definitions of childhood over time:
They shape what we want children to know and not know through literature. It was not until
1967, with the publication of the then seventeen-year-old S.E. Hinton s The Outsiders, that
the genre of the realistic young adult novel became established strongly. Alleen Pace Nilson
and Kenneth L. Donelson (2001) call this book, along with several others, ground-breaking,
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preparing readers for the “iconoclastic, taboo-breaking novels and others of today” (p. 74).
The Outsiders deals with class warfare, gangs, and poverty, and does not end happily,
although there is some hope that one of the protagonists. Pony Boy will survive and
overcome the tragedies, mostly because he will write about his experiences. The individual
culprits are not entirely to blame; sociopolitical circumstances figure strongly in the novel.
Realistic fiction for young readers of all ages has gained popularity as result, pressure
increased on publishers to produce books that reflected a more realistic portrait of American
youth. The burgeoning of realistic fiction can be connected also to developments in
multicultural education, because of its goal to acknowledge and affirm all children within the
domain of the school and society. Stephens (1999b) contends, “realistic writing ...purports to
minimise the distance between life and fiction” (p. 58). The Whole Language movement
largely dictated the rise in the number of authors dealing with a wider readership, coupled
with the increased use of trade books in the classroom. The accompanying concern for
“culturally authentic texts” persuaded publishers that a new market was flourishing (Ford,
1994).
Controversies associated with the appropriateness of books for particular audiences
mainly focus on contemporary realism and historical fiction. The text’s capacity to mirror
reality is how realistic fiction is evaluated. The assumption is that realism depicts something
that already exists. Stephens (1999b) argues that one way to challenge the social authority of
realistic narrative is by locating how the narrative form “interpellates” or summons the reader
to consider the text in close relationships with the real world, while bringing attention to how
the text’s events, characters, and settings are “strategies for aligning character subject
positions and reading subject positions (pp. 188-189). Stephens further states that
deconstructing realism “enhances our ability to descry the workings of ideology in
representation; it can remind us that debates about realism are always actually debates about
how we understand language to operate, and how the world is reconstructed textually... (p.
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193). In many ways, realistic fiction persuades the reader not to consider the workings of
language.
Poetry
Poetry, more than any other genre, requires readers to pay attention to language. It
invites thought, emotion, and analysis as well as synthesis (Hunt, 1992, p. 131). Poetry can
range from songs and rhyming verse to narrative, and even epic formats. The definition of
poetry is elusive and there is as much argument about the topic as there is over “What is art?”
Some poetry is lighthearted and nonsensical, or it may convey the deepest emotions and
sociopolitical commentary. Poetry is the least restrictive genre in terms of content, but can be
the most structured in terms of format. Poetry is usually the medium of emotion rather than
fact. It may be light or heavy, but the language must be condensed and distilled to its barest
possible essence. One of the attractive features of poetry is that even though there are many
prescribed forms and formats, many poets break the rules and strike out for themselves in
new directions.
Because today’s authors (e.g., Sharon Creech, Karen Hesse, Juan Felipe Herrera,
Cynthia Rylant, Virginia Euwer Wolff, Jacqueline Woodson) are increasingly pushing
against boundaries of audience and form, poetry can express deep and complex emotions and
take into consideration such issues as class, gender, race, and culture. Poetry invites the
reader to become a poet, to rewrite the text, and, to create many questions about the meaning
and intent of the work. Contemporary poets tend to propel readers beyond their own
situations and cultures so that their worlds are expanded and made fluid.The expectation of
the genre of poetry is that symbols are used to take the place of phrases and sentences,
language is allusive; emotions reign over logic; the language play subverts the expected.
Because of the sparseness of the language, much is left unsaid, inviting the reader into the
creative process.
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According to Peter Hunt (1992), poetry, out of all the genres, is the one that
challenges our notion of comprehension. It asks the reader to consider several possible
meanings instead of a single meaning and examine the social processes among the characters
from multiple angles. Words, phrases, images, ideas, all convey different shades of meaning
and a range of feelings. Poetry requires a careful consideration of each word, of each
syllable, of each line break, of each image. It challenges the reader’s notions of language and
meaning.

Diane Mitchell’s (2003) explication of the characteristics of poetry is instructive. The
conventions of poetry include
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

imagery (words creates pictures to help reader experience the story);
rhyme (creates a particular rhythm or sound which gives us a sense of
anticipation, a sense of order, and sense of closure);
rhythm (intensifies the reader’s experience - pleasing to ear or enhances the
poem’s meaning);
sound devices (onomatopoeia, alliteration, consonance [repeating same
consonant sounds within or at the end of words], assonance [repeating same
internal vowel sounds]);
sensory details (engaging reader’s sense of smell, sight, hearing, taste, and/or
touch);
figurative language (uses similes, metaphors, personification, and nonliteral
descriptions to intensify experience and meaning);
line breaks and white space (emphasis meaning);
repetition (creates emphasis and rhythmic pleasure); and,
compact language (distill language so that we get the essence of an
experience), (pp. 144-147)

Critical multicultural analysis requires that readers come to a genre informed about its
conventions so they can examine how the form or language use shapes the explicit and
implicit message(s); how the content fits the form; how the form shapes how characters
exercise power; and, how the author uses form and content to communicate her ideological
position. The relationship between the text and reader is more intimate because the thinking
and feeling of the poet are conveyed directly, not implied as in some of the other genres.
David Swanger (1999), in looking at a poem for its subversion of dominant paradigms.
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argues that such an analysis offers “a broadening of vision, a reinvention of the world, an
invitation to the imagination” (p. 16).
In the text collection, I located 3 children’s books that are written in free verse. Free
verse is poetry, drawing on figurative language, sound devices, and repetition, combined, for
example, with the genres of picture book or realistic fiction. The language use in these texts
intensifies the experiences rendered.
Picture Books
My text collection includes the picture book, a hybrid genre. John Stephens (1992)
helps us to see that intertextuality figures strongly in the reading of picture books. He defines
it as “the production of meaning from the interrelationships between audience, text, other
texts, and the sociocultural determinations of significance” (p. 84). He clarifies the definition
by explaining that “during the transmission of a text, author and audience can be said to share
a field of discourse through the author’s representation of phenomena, objects, events, etc.,
and the audience’s decoding or (re-)construction of those representations” (p. 84). As readers,
we come to a text with different backgrounds, experiences, and abilities. We are familiar, in
varying degrees, depending on our heritage, class, religion, and education, with different
biblical, mythological, genre conventions, historical, as well as cultural information. We
connect our understanding to what we read, and are able, in varying degrees, to draw
inferences, clarify, and make sense not only of the text, but also, the world.
While it is vital that this intertextuality take place in any reading in order to exercise
critical analysis, it is imperative in picture books. Picture books, by their very nature, provide
dual sources of information and emotional response, so that the visual image is as important
as (and sometimes more important than) the text. Several scholars (Bader, 1976; Nikolajeva
& Scott, 2001; Nodelman, 1988) have written guides to picture books and, William Moebius
(1986) has provided us with a particular guide to picture codes. He comments on the
frequency of the “phenomenon of intertextuality in picture books” (p. 147) and helps us as
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readers to see how important it is to view the position, size, appearance, and location, among
others, as traits of pictures that convey information, provide context, and shape our responses.
It is also important to acknowledge that the relationship between the pictures and the text can
make a difference in the impact of the book. Pictures and words may complement each other,
add different features, supplement information, or, on some occasions may provide surprises
that amount to contradictions. These conditions shape the relationship between the reader
and the text as well. The more visually literate the reader becomes, the greater will be the
amount of understanding and appreciation of the text as a whole.
In general, picture books have a minimum amount of text and are designed for the
youngest readers, sometimes for the child who has not yet begun to read independently. As
John Stephens (1992) maintains, “Picture books can... never be said to exist without either a
socializing or educational intention, or else without a specific orientation towards the reality
constructed by the society that produces them” (p. 158). Children are never too young to be
influenced by ideology. Too often it is implied, and conveys the existing norms with such
subtlety that it becomes internalized without question. Stephens reminds us that “In order to
make sense to its viewers, a picture book will be grounded in some version of consensus
reality and use conventional codes of representation” (p.158). Children can become visually
as well as textually literate early in their lives. The critical multicultural approach to
literature requires that the reader become aware of the conventions and of how those
conventions are attached to ideologies.
Nodelman maintains that “picture books are a significant means by which we
integrate young children into the ideology of our culture” (1999, p. 73). Young children are
the most inexperienced audience. All stories offer reading subject positions. When young and
adult readers, examine these possibilities for selfhood, they will be more conscious of their
own subjectivities, thus actively constructing their own identities. Nodelman maintains that
picture books “offer viewers a position of power” (p. 75), that is, the location from which we
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can observe or see the social interactions among the characters. Oftentimes, the text and
images collide. William Moebius (1986) poetically comments on this collision:
Between text and picture, or among pictures themselves, we may experience a sort of
semic slippage, where word and image seem to send conflicting, perhaps
contradictory messages about the “who” or the “what” of the story. Here is a kind of
‘plate tectonics’ of the picturebook, where word and image constitute separate plates
sliding and scraping along against each other, (p. 121-122)
Picture books evoke a complex web of intersecting discourses. Critical multicultural analysis
brings attention to the construction of picture books and their instability in representing the
world.
A critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature moves from the aesthetic
analysis to the ideology imbedded in the form/purpose/content of the literary work to unmask
power relations and dominant ideology. In what ways do fiction and nonfiction construct
race, gender, and class relations? Critical multicultural analysis does not provide a template
for genre, but signals its historical and social construction.
Nonfiction Narratives
Eagleton (1996) claims that the distinction between “fact and fiction” is futile. He
states that “in the English late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the word ‘novel’
seems to have been used about both true and fictional events, and even news reports were
hardly considered factual” (pp. 1-2). He maintains that perhaps what we should be
considering is how literature uses language in particular ways: “’literature’ may be at least as
much a question of what people do to writing as of what writing does to them” (p. 6).
“Literature .. .is an ideology_It has the most intimate relations to questions of social power”
(p. 19-20). In “The Ideology of Form: The Nonfiction Novel,” Phyllis Frus McCord
maintains that the distinction between literary and nonliterary texts has great consequence:
... [the] distinction to separate histories of real people and events from stories of
imaginary ones....impose a value judgment on these differences, setting literary texts
above nonliterary ones, and to a considerable extent this has meant the separation of
literature from ordinary social and political concerns. The works that are defined as
nonliterary, nonfictional, or “other’ narratives, then are regarded as ‘true, factual or
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objective, and we fail to consider their fictional, ideological nature—that is, the
structures they too impose on their materials and the ‘reality’ they create rather than
merely reflect. (1986, p. 60)
McCord contends that this way of thinking perpetuates “an aristocracy of genres” (p.
60). “These so-called nonfiction genres are supposed to answer the need for credibility that
the traditional realistic novel can no longer take for granted after literary modernism” (p. 62).
The plot is made up “historical characters and events... what the author could find out about
what happened” (p.67).

Several of the titles in my text collection can be classified as nonfiction. These are
photo-essays in picture book format, created from interviews of migrant children and their
families. Implied in nonfictional writing is that if the writer spends time with the subject and
collects their words, the truth will be rendered. In what ways do informational books narrate
culture and power relations? Implied in nonfiction is that there is a reality out there that can
be captured in language. Implied in nonfiction is that language is stable. The authority of the
nonfiction book is dependent on the agreement among the participants, the writer, and the
reader. It is not concerned with the historical sedimentation of language. These texts are
constructed like literary ones, woven with discourses that circulate in society.

Characters as Discursive Constructions
Maria Nikolajeva (2002b) constructed a topology for understanding a character’s
position in the plot: The central characters include the main characters (protagonists) and
supporting characters. The peripheral characters include the satellite characters and backdrop
characters. All characters except the main characters are considered secondary characters.
This topology is useful for analyzing how power is exercised in children literature. The
location or classification of these characters signals their power position in the story.
Characters come to life with historical and sociopolitical information about who they
are by using the markers of age, race, gender, class, and ethnicity. The illustrations further
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situate the character and contribute to their perception. Description and narration are two
devices that contribute to characters’ development: Their involvement in the plot (i.e., how
they exercise power) further characterizes the actors in the story. The story elements of action
and events contribute to this development. Nikolajeva (2002b) defines action as “the
character’s active role” and events as “[what] happens to or around the characters” (p. 198).
Actions mirror the character’s “intentions, motivations, opinions, and beliefs” and events are
useful for analysis because we can examine the characters’ responses to events in the story by
locating what is going on in their speech and illustrations: She claims that “characters are
identified ...by what they say and how they say it” (p. 235). Characters’ comments about
other characters further contribute to our understanding of the characters and story line.
Direct speech is a powerful device for developing characters.
We must examine the focalization of a story because it foregrounds the process by
which the perspective is told. It is established through point of view and conversational
strategies (Stephens, 1999b). Focalization happens through “direct or implied acts of
perception” (p. 64). Represented conservation also constructs point of view. “Speech¬
reporting tags...the devices for identifying speakers which may in themes suggest attitudes”
and the conventions of conservation are factors of consideration (Stephens, 1999b, p. 65).
Focalization can shift from one character to another in the same story, thereby foregrounding
the different perceptions of the characters at different parts in the story. Narratives that offer
multiple focalizations offer readers multiple reading subject positions, multiple ways of being
in the world. The story (e.g., events, setting, and social processes among characters) and
images contribute to character development.
Some of the principal ways writers construct reading subject positions in children s
literature include: first /third person narration, single/multiple focalization, and direct/indirect
speech representation (Stephens, 1999a, p. 57). In examining perspective in narratives,
Stephens argues that the following questions need consideration: Who perceives? Who
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speaks? The narrator or character embodies the narrative’s focalization. In first-person
narrated picture books, the reader is given the character perspective as well as a physical
external perspective, a complete picture the character cannot see. At the discourse level, we
are concerned with “how characters are constructed by authors and how readers reconstruct
them from the texts” (Nikolajeva, 2002b, p. xi). Looking at characters’ social relations gives
-

•

/

us insights into “how the story is being told” and not just what is being told.

Story Closures as Ideological Constructions
Closures9 can be ideologically powerful since they often reveal the significance of a
story and are culturally constructed. Stephens (1994) maintains that story’s closure or ending
“reaffirms” or challenges what society deems as significant concerns and outcomes. Closures
exist on a continuum from fixed to open. They are also shaped by the reader’s subjectivity.
What the reader brings to the text will inform the interpretation of the closure. Fixed closures
are intended to give a sense of completeness and lead the reader to affirm the conclusions
drawn. Open endings may leave the reader feeling uncomfortable, but offering the reader the
possibility or space for considering or questioning the significance of the story. Stephens
(1994) asserts that
texts tend to become closed when readers are encouraged to adopt a stance which is
the same as that of either the narrator or the principal focaliser. This happens as an
aspect of cultural ideology, when a text expresses values, attitudes, concepts, and the
like, which readers either consciously agree with or implicitly recognize as selfevident. Texts may tend to be more open when there is a separation between narratorperception and focaliser-perception, or between the perceptions of multiple
focalisers, and when there are no strong textual strategies for resolving that
difference, (p. 140)

9 The semantic challenge of writing about story closure became apparent when my dissertation
committee and I examined the following word associations: open closure or ending and closed closure
or ending. We noticed the resistance between these words.
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It was against these histories of migrant farm work and Mexican American representation that
Francisco Jimenez wrote The Circuit, a semi-autobiographical account of his migrant
childhood.
The Circuit makes visible a group that has been previously rendered invisible in the

U.S. landscape. Concurrently, the representation of Mexican American migrant farmworkers
in children’s literature has increased over the past 15 years. My literature review and
preliminary research demonstrates that classify ing stories about migrant farmworkers under
the literary' category of multicultural children's literature further marginalizes this population
by portraying their social circumstances as private, personal, and cultural. Many of these
books, like The Circuit, affirm the family, their resilience and ingenuity, and deep
commitment to each other, while at the same time bringing the reader up close to the
hardships they endure. Consequently, the stories leave these socioeconomic circumstances
with the individual and the family, in many ways, unlinked to the power relations of class,
race, and gender. Critical multicultural analysis of The Circuit and the other texts in my
collection shows how these power relations are implicated in the social processes among the
characters.
In chapter 5,1 conduct the microanalyses of the text collection, organized by the
genres of nonfiction narratives, picture books, poetry, and realistic fiction. The story’s
localization contributes further to the organization of the analyses. The chapter begins with
an analysis of the publishing practices associated with this text collection as w ell as a critical
multicultural analysis of The Circuit.

126

CHAPTER V
A CRITICAL MULTICULTURAL ANALYSIS OF THE TEXT COLLECTION

My father’s dream for his children was that all six of us would graduate from high
school. On my graduation night his dream was realized.
He had only gone as far as the fourth grade in Mexico. Then his family moved to the
United States and his school days were over. When I was in the fourth grade, I told my father
that I wanted to go to college, not just graduate from high school. For some reason, he
believed me.

-Elva Trevino Hart (p. 206)
Barefoot Heart: Stories of a Migrant Child
by Elva Trevino Hart

I write about the man in the poster
on the wall, by the computers—Cesar Chavez,
about campesinos, about how they work the land,
about their families, like my family, always on the run,
Mexicanos who speak Spanish to the tiny plants, Filipinos
and Hmong, the poor. I write about their hardships—
separations, pesticides, la migra. I write
about Mama Lucy. She is my hero.

-C£sar Garcia (p. 143)
CrashBoomLove: A Novel in Verse
by Juan Felipe Herrera

Critical multicultural analysis of The Circuit and other titles in my text collection
signal the role of language in social processes, while revealing the central role children s
literature plays in the circuit of culture. In other words, children’s literature is a social
practice that produces, reproduces, and circulates dominant cultural meanings as well as
resists and subverts these dominant ideologies. Children’s literature is evidence of power
relations; it is a social transcript. Critical multicultural analysis highlights that all literature is
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culturally coded; authors and readers are discursively, socially, and historically constructed,
and that reading is a sociopolitical activity. Critical multicultural analysis disrupts fixed and
bounded notions of culture, identity, class, race, gender, and power. It illuminates these social
processes.
Critical multicultural analysis creates a space for adults and children alike to
recognize their discursive constitution, as well as a site for resistance, subversion, and
transformation of dominant class, race, and gender ideologies. Reading class, race, and
gender in children’s literature leads to reading how power is exercised in society. It calls into
question the subject positions offered by the dominant discourses imbedded into children’s
books. A critical multicultural analysis of books about Mexican American migrant
farmworkers unmasks how power is exercised and circulated in these stories by looking at
how story characters dominate, collude, resist, and show agency; it is a critical multicultural
reading of the social myth of the American Dream.
In this chapter, I provide an overview of the publishing practices associated with the
text collection. How the analysis is constructed will be further explicated. I revisit The
Circuit, the entry point to this study, and two of its short stories. La Mariposa and The
Christmas Gift/El Regalo de Navidad, which were reconstituted as picture books, and
Breaking Through, the sequel to The Circuit. The emerging cultural themes (e.g., education,
language, identity, etc.) and discursive threads (e.g., race, class, gender, resiliency, and
resourcefulness) are further foregrounded through microanalyses of representative texts, with
Francisco Jimenez’s body of work anchoring the analysis. I organize the critical multicultural
analysis of the text collection as follows: nonfiction novels, picture books, poetry, and
realistic fiction. Two representative texts will demonstrate the social shaping of each genre or
generic hybrid, the discursive constructions of characters, and the ideological implications of
how the story closes. An examination of the publishing practices associated with this text
collection further recontextualizes this study.
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Reconsidering Publishing Practices
My text collection consists of 25 titles, published from 1992 to 2003 (see Appendix
D for specific publishing practices). The stories are targeted at children from ages 5 to young
adult. The genres represented include nonfiction narratives, picture books that draw on the
nonfiction genre and realistic fiction, comprising picture books and young adult novels. Many
titles are autobiographical in origin. A couple of the titles are inspired by the life story of a
family member. For example. First Day in Grapes is based on the migrant childhood life of
the author’s husband. Esperanza Rising is based on the author’s grandmother’s border
crossing from Mexico to California during the Great Depression.
In these stories, migrant workers are the protagonists. They are no longer backdrops
or story props, but at the center of the stories. All books have some Spanish present in the
text, which is either sprinkled with Spanish words and phrases, written in bilingual text, or
completely translated into Spanish. With the exception of the books by Helena Maria
Viramontes and Elva Trevino Hart, most of the texts scaffold the reader in accessing the
Spanish language. In many cases, Viramontes and Hart expect readers to understand Spanish
either by being fluent in the language or by doing the translating work themselves. The
nonfiction narratives convey the story through interviews and feature photography instead of
illustration, an attempt to bring the reader closer to the conditions of migrant agricultural
work.
Ten authors are members of the Mexican American culture and/or speakers of the
Spanish language.10 Nine authors are European American (e.g., Altman, Atkins, Brimner
Bunting, DeFelice, Olson, and Paulsen). Pam Munoz Ryan has Mexican- and EuropeanAmerican heritage. European American authors wrote and took the photographs for the
nonfiction narratives, with the exception of Harvest, which is written and photographed by
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George Ancona. Eight illustrators are of Latina/o heritage. Small independently owned
publishers such as Lee & Low, Children’s Book Press, Arte Publico Press, Bilingual Press,
and University of New Mexico Press produced six of the stories; conglomerate-owned
publishers created twenty-one of the texts. Houghton Mifflin, a member of The Blackstone
Group, takes the leadership in publishing about Mexican American migrant farmworkers:
Jimenez’s two chapter books, two Spanish translations of these stories, and two picture books
based on the author’s first book. The Circuit. One of Jimenez’s picture books is in bilingual
text and the other has a Spanish edition. Most texts garnered culturally specific awards (e.g.,
Pura Belpre, Tomas Rivera, Americas awards), bringing national recognition to these texts.

Analyzing the Text Collection
I have organized the text collection according to the assumptions imbedded in genres,
that is, the genre that assumes a factual representation of reality to the one that uses reality as
a source of inspiration. (See Appendix E for an annotated bibliography of the text collection.)
I discuss how these texts try to capture reality: from nonfiction novel to realistic fiction; from
picture book to chapter book; from photography to illustrated texts; from third-person
omniscient narrative to first-person accounts; and, from single focalization to multiple
focalization. I have woven in book reviews and other texts about the texts. I have organized
the text analyses by publishing date within the genre, whenever relevant, because these texts
are, in many ways, responses to each other. I use Alma Flor Ada’s Gathering the Sun and
Juan Felipe Herrera’s Calling the Doves/El canto de las palomas and The Upside Down
Boy/El niho de cabeza, picture books poetically written and told from the first-person point of
view, and Herrera’s CrashBoomLove, a young adult novel in verse told through a first-person
perspective, as a segue into my analysis of the realistic fiction chapter books for young adults.

10 Originally I had noted the author’s insider or outsider affiliation with the Chicana/o culture, but decided to leave
this information out. Cultural associations and disassociations are multifarious and fluid, complexities that these
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I have selected representative texts to demonstrate the social workings of text and/or images
under each genre.
Through critical multicultural analysis I locate how language use constitutes
discourses, ideologies, and subject positions. I examine how the social processes among
characters relate to U.S. power relations of class, race, and gender. Critical multicultural
analysis pays close attention to how focalization(s) of the text offers particular reading
subject positions linked to class/race/gender discourses and ideologies. How the power
relations of class, race, and gender are enacted in children’s literature about Chicana/o
migrant farmworkers is the central question guiding this study. In addition, I consider the
following questions: In what ways are the cultural themes imbedded in these texts constructed
by these power relations? In what ways do the genre(s) and focalization shape how power is
exercised in each text? How do the characters exercise power? The story ending is analyzed
as well: is it open or closed, that is, does it confirm, disrupt, speculate upon, or question the
class, gender, and race ideologies imbedded in the text? Generic considerations are the next
focus of the analysis.
There is no pure genre. All the texts are hybrids, that is, books blend that several
generic forms together. For example, Juan Felipe Herrera’s picture books include lyrical
language and his young adult novel is written in free verse. By blending genres authors
challenge the conventions associated with each genre as well as reconstruct ways to tell
stories. The conscious reinventing of the rules implicit in each genre enables an author to
subvert the expected and create a new construct of interaction with the reader. Mixed genres
make a text more interrogative, unveiling its constructedness. The blending of genres
compromises generic stability.
The text collection rejects the stereotypes often associated with the working poor
such as “lazy, uneducated, unlucky, abusive, dirty, immoral, criminal tendencies, and

labels do not signify.
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undisciplined” (Botelho, Kelley, & Rosenberger 2001/2002). The text collection shows how
the characters are resourceful, resilient, and family-minded, responses dictated by their lived
experience. These children’s books show how the characters exercise power within the
specific historical and sociopolitical conditions of the migrant agricultural labor system. The
following cultural themes emerged from these particular power circumstances.
Cultural Themes
Cultural themes are the manifestations of how these characters exercise power. These
themes emerged from multiple readings of the text collection (primary sources) alongside the
secondary sources. Critical multicultural analysis of the text collection foregrounds the
following cultural themes: maintaining family bonds (family); negotiating Mexican
American/Chicano/Mexican identity (identity); accessing formal schooling (education);
learning English language and literacy (English language learning); maintaining the Spanish
language (language); reflecting on undocumented and documented immigration
(immigration); reconsidering migrant agricultural labor (work); and establishing a sense of
place (home). These themes are cultural because the meanings are not locked in the words but
come from particular historical and sociopolitical circumstances, shaped by the power
relations of gender, class, and race. The cultural themes of education, language, and English
language learning are central to this text collection.
Education/Language/Identity. Language and identity are central issues within the
school context. The process of deculturalization, or the stripping away of one’s culture
(Spring, 2004), is evident in the characters’ school experiences as they struggle to keep their
first language, Spanish. Many teachers in the text collection demand that the story
protagonists speak English only. According to Spring (2004), compulsory education law is
not always enforced for Chicana/o children. He considers this lack of implementation one of
the most discriminatory acts against this population of children. He further argues that the
migrant workers system, initiated by U.S. farmers, largely contributes to the segregation of
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this cultural group. Spring maintains that language is the place where Mexican Americans,
like other linguistically diverse groups, resist deculturalization policies and practices. In the
text collection, the incompatibility between school and migrant work is present, with migrant
farmwork taking precedence because families economically depend on children’s
contributions to their livelihood. In many instances, according to Spring, “racism serves as a
justification for economic exploitation” (p. 82). These cultural themes are entangled with the
discursive threads of power. Schools are the central context where characters’ identities are
constructed and contested.
The characters also exist in the U.S. diaspora, an experience contributing to their
transnational identity formation. James Clifford (1997) explains that “the language of
diaspora is increasingly invoked by displaced peoples who feel (maintain, revive, invent) a
connection with a prior home” (p. 310). Many of the characters possess a strong connection
with Mexico, a relationship that shapes their identity in combination with their present
community associations in the United States.
Familv/Work The text collection demonstrates how the migrant agricultural system,
largely influenced by the power relations of class, race, and gender, greatly contributes to
organization of the families in these stories. The families reorganize in response to
racist/classist conditions. Race, class, and gender power relations reorganize the family
structure by disorganizing family and community systems, while families organize and
reorganize and show resiliency and resourcefulness in response to these oppressive
circumstances. The discursive threads of resiliency and resourcefulness are collective forms
of power.
As readers of these stories, we must question whether it is socially just for families to
endure poverty. While we all should be resilient and resourceful, especially as we exercise
our power against dominant ideologies, these ways of being should be not left with the
individual or family; we must connect these ways of exercising power to race/class/gender
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relations. There is a danger of isolating families’ responses to poverty, that is, casting them as
models of resiliency and resourcefulness, because it dislocates their experiences from the
historical and sociopolitical conditions that shaped their living circumstances in the first
place. Poverty is violence against children and their families. Eliza T. Dresang (1997) offers
the following questions for consideration:
Does the presence of a fictional child who develops the inner strength to deal with a
violent or potentially violent situation negate the apparent radicalism of writers who
include topics once tacitly forbidden in children’s texts? Do these books masquerade
as different while using only a veneer of violence to overlay a content closely
resembling the pastoralism of their predecessors? (p. 133)

Overall, the text collection highlights the hardships experienced by migrant families. In
looking at the migrant agricultural labor system, we must consider how farmwork shapes
these families as well as how these families reorganize to take collective action against this
system of social inequities.
The text collection represents a range of gender relations within the family, but
certainly the machismo of the father and unconditional love of the mother are present in some
of the texts. (According to the Oxford English Dictionary (2000), the word machismo
originates from Mexican Spanish meaning “the quality of being macho, manliness, male
virility, or masculine pride, or the display of this.”) When the machismo of the father leads to
family instability, the mothers in some of the texts play a key role of keeping the family
together. Manuel Gonzales (1999) warns that a focusing on the authoritarian male, prevalent
in studies about the Mexican family, leads to a “familial deficiency model’ (p. 237). In
general, these texts show interdependence between fathers and mothers, both working
together and, in some cases, alongside their children to earn an income that will provide for
the basic needs of the family. The text collection represents a community of heterogeneous
families, who live a diverse range of migrant experiences.
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While all the parents are not formally schooled beyond grade 4, most of the families
encourage their children to do well in school. These school experiences take the children
further away from what the families know. Some the characters complain about what parents
know, knowledge related to the harvest cycle, and try to disassociate themselves from this
knowledge, understanding too well the knowledge that has currency in the dominant culture;
they are aware of the power/knowledge nexus. The child protagonists try hard to succeed in
school literacy and culture.
Immigration/Home. The border is present in most of these texts; it is like another
character. The border signifies the geopolitical circumstances the characters immigrate into as
well as the socioeconomic factors that influenced the border crossing. In his study of travel
and movement in children’s literature, John S. Butcher (2002) maintains that the push and
pull and “the bright lights'’ influences, which contributed to this transnational movement,
offer “the promise of a better opportunity” (p. 152). In the text collection, undocumented and
documented immigration is represented against class and race relations in both Mexico and
the United States. The families organize to make a homeplace for themselves, but the migrant
circuit disrupts their efforts. These cultural themes (education/language/identity, family work,
and immigration/home) permeate the books by Francisco Jimenez.

Revisiting The Circuit
Francisco Jimenez11 has written four books about his family’s experiences as migrant workers
in the United States. The title story of The Circuit was initially written for adults and later

11 Jimenez was instrumental in editing The Identification and Analysis of Chicano Literature, the first
volume of critical essays on Chicana/o literature. Bilingual Press published this collection in 1979.
This collection demonstrated “evidence of the vitality of scholarship on Chicano literature and its
rightful place in American literary study (p. ii). He also edited Poverty and Social Justice: Critical
Perspectives: A Pilgrimage Toward Our Own Humanity, a collection of essays on poverty, was
published by Bilingual Press in 1987. The intent of this volume was to show the origins of poverty, to
speculate on possible solutions, and to challenge the reader “to confront and reflect upon the moral,
philosophical, and religious dimensions of poverty” (p. 10).
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reprinted in a couple of young adult short-story anthologies. More recently, it was published
in “Some Consequences of Racial, Gender, and Class Inequality,” in Race, Class, and
Gender in the United States, by Paula Rothenberg (2004). La Mariposa and The Christmas
Gift/El Regalo de Navidad, two short stories from The Circuit, have been adapted and

published as picture books. The characters are three-dimensional, their situation is realistic,
and the conditions of the migrant work are conveyed with precision.
In the late 1940s, Papa dreamed of the long trek north: “cross la ffontera, enter
California, and leave our poverty behind.” Thus the Jimenez family, Papa, Mama, Roberto,
and Panchito, crossed the Mexican/U.S. border in hopes of finding better living conditions as
migrant workers. The family moves with the harvests of cotton, strawberries, and grapes, and
the agricultural work of thinning lettuce and topping carrots. Depending on the needs and
circumstances of the family, Mama maintains the babies and the camp or contributes
monetarily by picking and cleaning, and cooking for other farmworkers. Panchito and
Roberto contribute to the family’s livelihood. The two brothers’ school attendance is
disrupted by the harvest cycle: When Panchito makes friends with one of his classmates, he
has to move on; when he develops a close relationship with a teacher, he has to move on; and
when he becomes more comfortable with English, he has to move on.
La migra, the border patrol, is a constant shadow in their daily lives. The fear of

deportation is real. Papa constantly reminds the boys that they must say that they were bom in
California. “Don’t tell anyone,” he instructs his sons, “even friends can turn you in.” Even
though foreshadowing is seeded throughout the book, the ending comes as a shock to the
reader. All of the stories except for the last one maintain hopefulness and an appreciation of
the kindness of strangers. All the chapters, including the last one, convey a palpable sense of
the family’s ingenuity and deep commitment to each other.
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Focusing solely on Jimenez as the author, that is, through an author’s study, is can
4

adher to the notion that he is the only source of meaning in The Circuit and his other texts. A
critical multicultural analysis of an author’s collection of books locates the discursive threads
that are imbued in the author’s writings. These discursive threads are linked to social practice.
Foucault (1984) maintains that the “author-function” points to our society’s fixation and fear
of the “proliferation of meaning,” that is, we associate single meanings with single texts.
Examining Jimenez’s work against who he is as an author, our gaze is limited: Focusing on
his lived experience as a migrant worker, although important, and his connection to the
Mexican American culture is not enough. But if he is considered, as Foucault calls, an
“ideological figure,” the reader is invited to delve deeper into the text and investigate how
discourse or discursive threads circulate in his texts. Multiple discourses become apparent.
The Circuit tells of hard, hard times, love and resilience, and generosity of spirit.

Classifying The Circuit as a multicultural children’s book essentializes migrant farm workers,
the Mexican American family, and the author as insider. The factors that cause this family’s
poverty are complex. Approaching children’s literature about Chicana/o migrant farmworkers
with curiosity and respect is not enough.
This realistic young adult novel is narrated by Panchito (Francisco): He provides the
reader with the narrative point of view, that is, the vantage point for the reader “to see” the
story’s events unfold. According to Stephens (1992), one way the first-person narrative
constructs a worldview is by “situating readers in a subject position effectively identical with
that of the narrator, so that readers share thee narrator’s view of the world (p. 57). Panchito
brings us close to the socioeconomic circumstances of his family and the communities they
find themselves in, and describes the condition of migrant work. Reading The Circuit as a
multicultural text fosters an unquestioned identification with the focalizer or the narrator, in
this case, which makes the reader vulnerable to the ideological dimensions of the text.
Stephens maintains that this kind of reading is “pedagogically irresponsible (p. 68). Critical
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multicultural analysis offers strategies for examining texts from “estranged subject positions”
and rejecting simple identification with the main character(s).
Some estrangement, or distancing strategies, include the interrogation of how power
is exercised among the characters, the closure of the text, the sociopolitical and historical
context of the text, as well as “what kind of cultural statements and questions the text
[isjresponding to” (Myers, 1988, p. 42). These considerations make readers conscious of the
subject positions offered by the text, as well as of their historical, sociopolitical, and
discursive shaping.
Jimenez comments on the reasons why he wrote these stories:
I wrote them to chronicle part of my family’s history but, more importantly, to voice
the experiences of a large sector of our society that has been frequently ignored.
Through my writing I hope to give readers an insight into the lives of migrant farm
workers and their children whose back-breaking labor of picking fruits and
vegetables puts food on our tables. Their courage and struggles, hopes and dreams for
a better life for their children and their children’s children give meaning to the term
“American dream.” Their story is the American story. (Jimenez, 1997, pp. 115-116)
Jimenez is responding to the invisibility of migrant agricultural workers in everyday life, the
sociopolitical landscape, and children’s literature, especially Mexican American
representation in children’s and young adult books. His decision to write this semiautobiographical account reflects “a deliberate decision or action to speak to others, to refuse
to be invisible or dependent on others’ representation of his life” (Medina & Enciso, 2002, p.
39).
In leaving their poverty behind at the U.S./Mexican border, the story’s characters slip
into the American Dream, the land of opportunity. In this dialogue between Roberto,
Panchito’s older brother, and the parents, we get a glimpse of the cultural messages of the
American Dream. While Papa challenges the discourse layers of this social myth, in the end,
he still believes in some aspects of its promise. Mama defers their future to God s will.
“Panchito doesn’t understand why some people don’t like Mexicans,” Mama said,
walking over and massaging Papa’s shoulders.
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“Or Catholics,” I quickly added.
“Because people are ignorant,” Papa said. “ I am proud of being Catholic and
Mexican and you must be too.”
“I am,” Roberto said, “but some aren’t. The janitor at Main Street School who is
Mexican told me that Panchito and I could pass for Americans because we’re light.
‘Don’t tell people you’re Mexican,’ he said. ‘You could easily pass for Americans.’”
“Que lastima,” Mama said.

“Yes, it’s a pity,” Roberto agreed.
“I never hide that I am Mexican,” I said. “I am proud of it too. Besides, even if I
tried to hide it, I couldn’t; my accent gives me away. My friends tell me they can cut
it with a knife.” (p. 3)
This interaction speaks to the role film plays in mocking the American Dream. The American
Dream interpellates this family, but their initial experiences in California challenge its
guarantees. While this short story collection offers “a wonderful representation of a culture
that exists in the U.S. but is foreign to most Americans” (Ginsberg, 1998), as readers, we
must read these stories against the migrant work system that has a hold on this culture and
how it reorganizes this family’s everyday experiences.
Panchito’s family is organized at the family level; they work together to survive the
living and work conditions of migrant agricultural labor. There is the sharing of power at the
family level, with all members contributing to the family’s income, but certainly, Panchito’s
father leads the family. The community is becoming individualized; Mama is paid for her
services of cooking and laundering.
Panchito meets Diaz, a Mexican American contratista for a local grower, who
colludes with the dominant worldviews about migrant work: He exploits the workers and
over-charges them for grocery items. The contratista or contractor system is the
middleperson that supplies workers to the growers. Rothenberg (1998) argues that this system
creates a distance of responsibility between the producers and the farmworkers. It absolves
the growers from any social contract.
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In the short story, “Learning the Game,” Panchito describes how power is exercised
within the contratista system. Panchito witnesses how Diaz maltreats Gabriel, a migrant
farmworker and learns a lesson from Gabriel’s resistance against Diaz’s oppressive work
practices:
One Sunday, near the end of the strawberry season, Ito sent me to work for a
sharecropper who was sick and needed extra help that day. His field was next to Ito’s.
Gabriel was loaned out to the same farmer. As soon as I arrived, the contratista
began giving me orders. “Listen, huerquito, I want you to hoe weeds. But first, give
me and Gabriel a hand,” he said. Gabriel and I climbed onto the bed of the truck and
helped him unload a plow. The contratista tied one end of a thick rope to it and,
handing the other end to Gabriel, said, “Here, tie this around your waist. I want you
to fill the furrows.”
“I can’t do that,” Gabriel said with a painful look in his face.
“What do you mean you can’t?” responded the contratista, placing his hands on his
hips.
“In my country, oxen pull plows, not men,” Gabriel replied, tilting his hat back.
“I’m not an animal.”
The contratista walked up to Gabriel and yelled in his face, “Well this isn’t your
country, idiot! You either do what I say or I’ll have you fired!”
“Don’t do that, please,” Gabriel said. “I have a family to feed.”
“I don’t give a damn about your family!” the contratista replied, grabbing Gabriel
by the shirt collar and pushing him. Gabriel lost his balance and fell backward. As he
hit the ground, the contratista kicked him in the side with the tip of his boot. Gabriel
sprung up and, with both hands clenched, lunged at the contratista. White as a ghost,
Diaz quickly jumped back. “Don’t be stupid...your family,” he stammered. Gabriel
held back. His face was flushed with rage. Without taking his eyes off Gabriel, the
contratista slid into his truck and sped off, leaving us in a cloud of dust.

...Gabriel threw his hat on the ground and said angrily, “That Diaz is a coward.
He thinks he’s a big man because he runs the bracero camp for the growers. He s
nothing but a leech! And now he tries to treat me like an animal. I ve had it.
Then, picking up his hat and putting it on, he added, “He can cheat me out of my
money. He can fire me. But he can’t force me to do what isn t right. He can t take
away my dignity. That he can’t do!” (pp. 75-77)
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In the end, Gabriel does lose his job, with real economic ramifications for him and
his family back in Mexico. Gabriel took a great risk in resisting Diaz’s dehumanizing
practices because the way he does business as a contratista is structurally supported by the
migrant labor system. Gabriel’s resistance led to further domination. In the meantime,
Panchito learns to be an ally to Manuelito, a younger boy who lives in his camp, as the camp
bully excludes Manuelito from playing. Panchito declines to play with Carlos:
When I got home from work that evening, I felt restless. I went outside to play
kick-the-can. “Come on guys, let’s play!” Carlos yelled out, resting his right foot on
the can.
I went up to Manuelito, who was sitting on the ground and leaning against one of
the garbage cans. “You heard Carlos, let’s play,” I said loudly so that Carlos could
hear me.
“He didn’t mean me,” Manuelito answered, slowly getting up.
“Yes, you too,” I insisted.
“Is it true, Carlos?” Manuelito asked.
“No way!” Carlos shouted.
Manuelito put his hands in his pockets and walked away.
“If Manuelito doesn’t play, I won’t either,” I said. As soon as I said it, my heart
started pounding. My knees felt weak. Carlos came right up to me. He had fire in his
eyes. “Manuelito doesn’t play!” he yelled.
He stuck his right foot behind my feet and pushed me. I fell flat on my back. My
brothers rushed over to help me up. “You can push me around, but you can’t force
me to play!” I yelled back, dusting off my clothes and walking away. Trampita,
Torito, Ruben, and Manuelito followed me to the front of our barrack.
Carlos stood alone inside the circle in the dirt, looking at the can and glancing at
us once in a while. After a few moments, he cocked his head back, spat on the
ground, and swaggered toward us, saying, “OK, Manuelito can play.” (pp. 77-78)

While Gabriel interrupts Diaz’s domination, he is pushed out of “the game” of the migrant
labor system. Panchito disrupts the oppressive game created by the camp bully. The above
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interaction illustrates how Panchito refuses to collude with “the game” of domination and
emulates Gabriel’s resistance.
On the next day, all Panchito can think about is Gabriel. Papa encourages him to
concentrate on his work, but it is difficult for him. Finally, Papa says: “What Diaz did was
wrong, and someday he’ll pay for it, if not in this life, in the next one.... Gabriel did what he
had to do” (pp. 78-79). Judeo-Christian ideology brings retribution from a greater than human
power: A larger power will settle this injustice. Catholicism is a discursive thread that
permeates The Circuit and many of the other texts in this sample. In Catholicism, earthly
suffering leads to a heavenly kingdom. How much dehumanization must people endure on
earth before they are awarded their rightful place in heaven?
The Circuit ends abruptly. Panchito’s memorization of the preamble to the

Declaration of Independence is juxtaposed with the beginning of the deportation process of
the Jimenez family. The story’s ending is open, disrupting the American Dream by exposing
the racism and classism lived by this family: They worked hard but were not rewarded for
their efforts. Hardworking undocumented immigrants do not have the same rights. The
Circuit invites the reader to reconsider equality, because it is not a reality for this family; to

question a government that preys on undocumented immigrants and condones substandard
living conditions for migrant agricultural workers; to consider the dilemmas of education and
child labor on a local and national level; to rethink U.S. immigration policies and their impact
not only on undocumented immigrants, but also on the U.S. economy and food supply; and to
consider definitions of poverty and sociopolitical status versus individual responsibility for
meeting the basic needs of all people. The hegemony of English as the language of social
power contributes to the marginalization of Panchito’s family.
Change agents are present in The Circuit. For example, Mr. Lema, Panchito’s sixthgrade teacher, shares his expertise, resources, and his time beyond school time. He helps
Panchito with English during lunch period and uses Panchito’s first language as a resource
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for learning. The Circuit disrupts the romanticized depiction of the migrant experience (e.g.,
Amelia’s Road and Radio Man) rendered in children’s and young adult literature:

Throughout the book, the support, sacrifices, and interdependence of the members of
Panchito’s family are graphically conveyed... Jimenez dexterously and authentically
utilizes Spanish words, phrases, and sentences to enhance story meaning as only an
“insider” of the culture can do and without intimidating the non-Spanish-speaking
reader. (Medina & Enciso, 2002, pp. 322-323)
.

'
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Two short stories from this collection were adapted into picture books: La Mariposa and The
Christmas Gift/El Regalo de Navidad are told in third-person omniscient point of view, a

shift from the first-person narrative format of The Circuit.
In La Mariposa, Francisco is an English language learner who is starting first grade.
It is late January. Francisco’s migrant worker family has just moved into a “Tent City.”
Although Francisco’s teacher seems pleasant, she forbids anyone in the class to speak
Spanish. Francisco’s only comfort in school is to watch a caterpillar trapped in ajar, and to
look at the pictures in a book of caterpillars and butterflies. Francisco also finds to his
surprise that he has a talent for drawing butterflies. Otherwise, Francisco’s time in school is
difficult. Through no fault of his own he gets into a fight with Curtis, one of the boys in the
class. Under these English-only conditions, it is difficult for him to become comfortable with
English. Finally, a few days before the end of the school year, Francisco receives the first
prize blue ribbon for his drawing of a monarch butterfly. That same afternoon the butterfly in
the jar emerges from its chrysalis. After school Curtis approaches Francisco, and
compliments him on his drawing, whereupon Francisco gives Curtis the drawing as a gift.
The hopeful ending is made more believable because of the reader’s assumption that this
book is autobiographical. There is some resolution in the story, but Francisco is not fluent in
English, and leaves the possibility of the family’s next move open. The implication here is
that if migrant workers’ children can find their own talents, there is hope for them to go
beyond their current socioeconomic situation.
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La Mariposa, an adaptation of the short story “Inside Out,” is told in third-person

narration about a school incident that happened to the author. The shift in point of view offers
a global perspective of the story events: “Francisco liked Arthur better. Arthur was one of the
boys who knew a little Spanish. But if Miss Scalapino heard them speaking Spanish, she
would say “NO!” with her whole body....’’English! English!” she repeated” (n.p.).
Spanish is not permitted in school. The above interaction demonstrates how the teacher
enforces this rule, which has a direct impact on Francisco’s relationship with Arthur: “Arthur
avoided Francisco whenever he was around.” The illustration accompanying the above
interaction places the teacher in the position of power. However, at the end of the story. Miss
Scalapino undermines her No Spanish rule:
“\Que hermosal” Francisco said—but softly, under his breath, so no one would

hear him speak Spanish.
Miss Scalapino must have heard, though, “jQue Hermosal” “\Que hermosaV' she
repeated, smiling down at Francisco. “How beautiful!” (n.p.)
While this is an attempt to accommodate or acknowledge Francisco’s first language, the
ending leaves the teacher’s future involvement open. She places her arm lovingly around
Francisco. The group is harmoniously portrayed in this double page spread.
In the original short story, this interaction in Spanish does not take place. Miss
Scalapino only invites Panchito [Francisco] to open the jar to let the butterfly go. Perhaps the
narrative point of view was changed because the implied readers of the picture book genre
tend to be younger children. While La Mariposa's ending is left open, there is resolution to
the conflict between the teacher’s English-only rule and Francisco’s first language. By
repeating those two words, Miss Scalapino affirms Francisco’s linguistic knowledge and
cultural heritage. She also sets a precedent for “letting in” more Spanish into the classroom.
Simon Silva, the illustrator of this story, uses the colors of the monarch butterfly
throughout so that the reader can view the symbolic metamorphosis of the characters: the
metamorphosis of Francisco as an artist and the metamorphosis of Curtis as a friend to
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Francisco and the metamorphosis of Francisco’s membership in the class. His art is bold and
strong, representing people with dignity and respect. The colors, the palette of a monarch
butterfly, are a metaphor for these developments. But the colors also connect everyone to
each other and the earth. In the illustration that depicts Curtis’ attack on Francisco, the color
scheme is different. The illustration captures the diversity evident in the schoolyard, as well
as the children coming to interrupt this moment; this event interrupts the metamorphosis. The
palette changes as the butterfly is let go. The last illustration depicts a different color scheme
of blues, yellows, browns, and greens. The implied viewer is a limited omniscient perspective
(Nodelman, 1988), that is, the reader observes social processes in close proximity.
Although the book is written primarily in English, Spanish words and phrases are
laced throughout the text. The adults in the story are all kind and supportive, to the best of
their ability. Except for a brief mention of the dirt floors in their tent and the fact that
Francisco has no warm jacket, the hardships of life as migrant worker are not evident. The
family stays in one place from late January to late May; there is no hint of when they must
pack up and move on. The working conditions are not palpable and there is no visible
community either inside or outside Tent City. The focus remains on Francisco, his feelings,
and his progress.
The author and illustrator dedicate this book to the teachers who guided and inspired
them as children. Jimenez states: ‘To my teachers, whose faith in my ability and guidance
helped me break the migrant circuit.” Certainly his dedication signals the role teachers can
play in helping children realize their full potential, but teachers are not invincible. They teach
within specific sociopolitical conditions, which they subvert or maintain, or do both at the
same time, such as Miss Scalapino did. For example, Francisco was held back in first grade
because “he didn’t speak English well enough” (back jacket), but that was not his fault. He
was in a school that did not honor his first language nor see it as a resource for learning
English. Certainly the teacher is not the only one responsible for this failure. Failure is
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sociopolitically constructed. Oftentimes, teachers carry out policies and practices that exclude
some children from the learning process.
The book’s format challenges the picture book genre with alternate spreads
consisting only of large blocks of text, making this a difficult reading for the target audience.
In many ways, this book is a mix of the picture book and early chapter book format. This
story speaks to the importance of valuing all languages in the school setting.
The Christmas Gift/El Regalo de Navidad, based on the short story by the same

name, is also told in third-person narrative point of view, a shift from the first-person
perspective of The Circuit. It is almost Christmas and Panchito hopes against hope that he
will receive his very own red ball as a gift. But it is not to be. Instead, he and his siblings
receive bags of candy, all that his parents could afford. The only “extravagance” is an
embroidered handkerchief for Mama that Papa purchases for ten cents to help a young couple
who go from door to door, asking for help. In an act of thoughtfulness and understanding,
Panchito genuinely thanks his parents for their gift. It is noteworthy that the author changed
the ending of the original story as it appeared in The Circuit and, for the picture book, added
Panchito’s ability to let go of his personal desires. Panchito took a deep breath, then opened
his bag of candy. He reached in and gave a candy first to Mama, then to Papa. He hugged
them both and said “Gracias.” In the picture book, the ending is closed, whereas in the short
story, it is left open. What is the function of each closure? The ending of The Christmas
Gift/El Regalo de Navidad conflates the “spirit of Christmas” with the harsh socioeconomic

conditions lived by Panchito’s family. The spirit of Christmas dictates “making due” with
what one has, but this family can barely provide for the basic needs of its members. The open
ending of the short story version calls attention to this family’s situation. The reader is left
unsettled.
In The Christmas Gift/El Regalo de Navidad, Claire Cotts’ illustrations paint the
family up close. The illustrations offer smooth, flat renderings of the family members,
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providing the viewer with a sense of stability. The large depictions emit strength, with the
warm colors symbolizing love, balance, permanence, and stability within the family during
economically unstable times. The reader is only invited to view a sense of stability. Cotts uses
two spreads divided by a diagonal line, widening the lens to offer a broader context. The
angle of the fence invites engagement from the implied viewer. The two fences represent city
and country social lines. Along with the text, the illustrations show “the facts of poverty”
(Rochman, 2000).
The setting and circumstances are more evident in The Christmas Gift/El Regalo de
Navidad. Panchito and his family (mother, father, and four siblings) along with the other

migrant workers must move on from their unsuccessful stint at picking cotton. The weather
has been too damp, and they have been eating only by the grace of a kind butcher who sells
them meaty bones:
Sometimes, in the evenings, Panchito and Mama had to go into town in their beatup black jalopy, looking for food in the trash behind grocery stores. They picked up
fruits and vegetables that had been thrown away because they were partly spoiled.

A veces, por la tarde, Panchito y Mama teman que ir al pueblo en su carcachita a
buscar comida detras de las tiendas de comestibles, donde tiraban a lo basura frutas
y legumbres que empezaban a echarse a perder.

Mama sliced off the rotten parts and made soup with the good vegetable pieces,
mixing them with bones she bought at the butcher shop. She made up a story and told
the butcher the bones were for the dog. The butcher must have known that the bones
were for a family and not a dog because he left more and more pieces of meat on the
bones each time Mama went back to buy some.

Mama cortaba la parte mala de las legumbres, y con la parte Buena hacia caldo,
cociendolas con huesos que le compraba aal carnicero. Ella la decia que los huesos
eran para el perro, pero parece que el carnicero sabia que los huesos eran para la
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familia y no para el perro proque dejaba mas came en los huesos cada vez que
Mama volvia a comprar.

On one side, a shopper chooses select fruit and vegetables from an outdoor grocery store
stand, on the other side of the fence, Panchito and Mama salvage vegetables and fruit from
the trash receptacles behind a grocery store. Another fence divides a grower’s property, a
quilted agricultural landscape, and the small tent dwellings for the migrant farmworkers.
These two scenes are the two omniscient perspectives offered in the text, representing city
and country inequities and social fronteras experienced by the Panchito’s family.
Young children are the implied readers for both of these picture books. The thirdperson perspective brings resolution to these stories: The closures are complete. These two
reconstituted stories demonstrate what we want young children to know and not know
4

through children’s literature. Poverty is romanticized in these stories, with families showing
resourcefulness and resilience. While class/race inequalities are evident, they are not taken up
in the storyline. As a society, we believe these social matters are not appropriate for young
children, but many children live these social inequities on a daily basis; these are realities for
children who are poor. The subtext in The Christmas Gift/El Regalo de Navidad is the
original Christmas story. The butcher offers clandestine charity and the grower takes the
family in. The migrant farmworker system supplies the storyline. I wonder what the decision¬
making process was behind these reconstitutions, as well as if the author/illustrator/publisher
would consider transforming the short story of “Learning the Game” into a picture book, and
if so, what narrative changes it would have to undergo to comply with the implied reader of
picture books. Would Panchito go along with Carlos to get along? In what ways would the
interactions between Dias and Gabriel be re/presented? How would the author and illustrator
render Gabriel’s and Panchito’s resistance? Who would have the final say on these
renderings? How would the story close? In “Learning the Game,’ the last time Panchito,
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Carlos, and Manuelito played kick-the-can, Panchito kicked it high and it landed in a nearby
garbage can. That was the end of the game.
In Breaking Through, the sequel to The Circuit, Jimenez chronicles his adolescent
years, beginning with age 14 until his first day of college. This realistic fiction packaged as a
young adult novel is told in first-person, with Panchito, his older brother Roberto, and mother
at the center of the stories. The family is detained by la migra and forced to leave the United
States, but they find their way back to California. Mama holds the family together, especially
since Papa can no longer work because of back problems (a source of frustration for him) and
she supports her children’s dreams. American popular culture challenges family ties. This
family’s socioeconomic situation challenges the notion of the universal adolescent
experience; its social construction is exposed as the family, especially the parents, challenge
cultural experiences and expectations associated with this age group. For example, Panchito
comments on how he does not have free time to cultivate close friendships or go out on
weekends, during a time that Roberto and he work. Breaking Through tells how teachers
share their power and help Panchito navigate school literacy and culture. Race and class are
central to this family’s experiences.
Panchito and Roberto are invited to collude with White privilege:
“Panchito doesn’t understand why some people don’t like Mexicans,” Mama said,
walking over and massaging Papa’s shoulders.
“Or Catholics,” I quickly added.
“Because people are ignorant,” Papa said. “ I am proud of being Catholic and
Mexican and you must be too.”
“I am,” Roberto said, “but some aren’t. The janitor at Main Street School who is
Mexican told me that Panchito and I could pass for Americans because we re light.
‘Don’t tell people you’re Mexican,’ he said. ‘You could easily pass for Americans.
“Que lastima,” Mama said.

“Yes, it’s a pity,” Roberto agreed.
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“I never hide that I am Mexican,” I said. “I am proud of it too. Besides, even if I
tried to hide it, I couldn’t; my accent gives me away. My friends tell me they can cut
it with a knife.”
“A knife! You need a machete,” Roberto said. We all laughed, (pp. 125-126)
They do not collude with this invitation “to pass” as White. The maintenance of their
Mexican American heritage is more important, and certainly their language and accent
signals their cultural membership. The author “writes about a harsh world seldom seen in
children’s books. Readers will discover an America they didn’t know was here” (Rochman,
2001). Which readers? Jimenez writes about U.S. power relations as lived by him and his
family. Like his family, many readers know this America.
Panchito [Francisco] works hard for his accomplishments in school. It is misguided
for the reader to comment that “Francisco [the author] is living proof that success can be
achieved when a person’s motivation and drive is great enough” (Daley, 2002). It is
problematic to consider Panchito’s resiliency separate from the hardships he and his family
bear during these adolescent years. While he and his family, especially Roberto and his
mother, exercise collective power in many instances, critical multicultural analysis demands
that responses to the power relations of class and race be understood against these power
structures, and not left with Panchito and his family. Jimenez writes realistic fiction that
vividly documents the conditions of migrant farmworkers. While the nonfiction novel tries to
factually represent reality, the generic assumption is that the depiction is ideologically free
(McCord, 1986).
Nonfiction Narratives
This genre claims to capture reality as is, with the photography zooming in on the
protagonist’s circumstances. These texts mix the genres of the picture book and nonfiction.
The photography, like illustration, offers a place to view the story from, a vantage point to
observe power relations. The first two texts include black-and-white pictures. The last two
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texts have color photography, which offers more detail about the protagonists and heightens
the wealth visible in the landscape.
In A Migrant Family, published in 1992, the author Larry Dane Brimner positions
Juan Medina, the protagonist of this nonfiction novel, in a harsh and brutal world with his
very first sentence: “As darkness bleeds from the sky, Juan shivers at the 6:00 a.m. chill” (p.
6). Juan and his family are migrant workers, hoping to eke out a marginal existence on the
promise of minimum wage. Illustrated with black-and-white photographs, the book
documents the difficult living conditions most migrant workers endure. The social distance of
the photography offers the reader a proximate perspective to view this family’s migrant life,
documenting great poverty; there is no “bright side” to this story.
Migrant labor organizes the life of this family. The story offers panoramic views of
the broader context of the camp. The third-person perspective contextualizes the first-person
point of view. The two focalizations are dialogic. Juan and his family refute and challenge
stereotypes and social epithets. The family works together as a survival strategy.
Too often the workers fall prey to violent behavior on the part of outsiders. They
have little recourse to U.S. law enforcement agencies. The makeshift camps are frequently
cited for health code violations and forcibly disbanded. Because there is little regulation and
because many migrant workers speak little or no English, they are easily victimized.
Although the conditions in the camp are oppressive, the money migrant workers can
earn is far greater than a family could earn in many Mexican and Central American villages.
The extraordinary poverty in their countries of origin is even more extreme than the
conditions that they experience as migrant workers. Nevertheless, too many employers
exploit the workers even to the point of not paying them the money they are owed. Migrant
workers, who have undocumented status, are the most vulnerable because they risk the grave
danger of their employers reporting them to the Immigration and Naturalization Services
(INS), thereby avoiding payment altogether.
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Schooling is inadequate and often frustrating because it is interrupted by work
availability, which depends on weather conditions and the harvest time of each crop. Most
migrant families are constantly on the move. Programs have been initiated to help address
some of these problems. The Encinitas Jobs Center in California helps both employers and
workers to achieve their goals. The Center issues library cards, helps with tax preparation,
offers English classes, and provides employment services. Although agencies of this sort
provide some support, it is clear that life for the migrant worker family is difficult. These
community efforts are not structural changes. The book ends as it began at dawn, when
“darkness slowly bleeds from the sky.”
This picture book with photographs is the first book and one of the few books in the
text collection that confronts the sociopolitical context of Mexican American migrant
agricultural labor system. Photography portrays the poverty lived by this migrant family in
great detail, with no attempt to romanticize Juan’s migrant experience. Told through a thirdperson omniscient perspective, Juan Medina’s life is a vantage point for understanding
migrant labor. The text is an intertext of the migrant farmwork conditions in San Diego
juxtaposed with the wealthy community up on the hill: “ They want us to work, “ Juan says.
“And they want us to disappear” (p. 18), commenting on how the surrounding community
wants their camp shut down.
Two young White men attack migrant workers and steal one agricultural laborer’s
money. Upon leaving, one of them hurls an epithet, “Wetback.” Juan challenges this
derogatory word: “Juan flinches at the word wetback, an insult used to describe workers who
sneak across the border from Mexico to find work. “We have papers,” he says. “We have a
right to be here. Who are we hurting?” (p. 17). Because of their precarious and liminal place
in society, farmworkers mistrust U.S. law enforcement. While they earn a minimum wage
salary, it is still more money than a family could earn in Mexico. However, they do the kinds
of jobs that nobody else will do, unvalued labor. While migrant farmworkers are used as
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scapegoats for the area, Joel, Juan’s stepfather, says: “Here” he says, “I have hope—if not for
me, then for my children” (p. 24).
Juan dreams of being rich, “but first, school.” Many migrant children never complete
high school: They are academically unprepared because of migrancy and child care and work
responsibilities. In many cases, schools and teachers give up on them. In the end of the story,
Juan has to set aside his notebook and go with his stepfather Joel and look for work. School is
a privilege that this family cannot always afford. This book shows the dilemma or
contradiction between “the hope” and “the reality” of this migrant family, which
demonstrates how race and class are inseparable in the migrant condition; these are
sociopolitically made circumstances.
The sociopolitical framework that supports this system of oppression is exposed here
through the third- and first- person perspectives. There are many culprits: the farmers who
hire the migrant workers without providing suitable living quarters and wages; consumers
who purchase the produce, expecting to pay minimum prices; the oppressive political and
economic systems in workers’ countries of origin; the communities surrounding the farms
that are usually inhospitable to the workers; and the economic system that governs farm
profit. This text invites the reader to consider how the restructuring of agricultural activity
could end the exploitation of migrant workers. Who benefits from this system? Who loses?
What changes need to take place? What is the consumers’ responsibility? What about
community in which the farms are located? What about schools? Oftentimes, migrant
farmwork is linked with literacy initiatives. The poverty experienced by migrant laborers is a
structural issue. Literacy can be a tool for creating social change, but cannot immediately
feed, house, and clothe these families.
Voices from the Fields: Children of Migrant Farmworkers Tell Their Stories (Atkin,

1993/2001), photographed by the author, is a montage of portraits, poetry (some translated by
poet Francisco X. Alarcon and the children interviewed), interviews, and factual information
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to show the sociopolitical layers of the life of migrant workers. She demonstrates the class,
race, and gender issues confronted by the families showcased, and links those experiences to
structural policies and practices. The text shows the diversity of situations among this
population. Family devotion and the role of education in “escaping the fields and helping
other family members” are the central messages (Del Negro, 1993). One of the values of the
Mexican American family, shaped by historical and sociopolitical factors, is to “help each
other for the good of the entire family even at the cost of the individual” (p. 6). Many of the
children speak of their mothers’ love and commitment to them.
These lives are united by the common experience of migrant farmwork. Voices from
the Fields is a photo-documentary, organized with children’s poems first featured in Spanish

then translated into English. The book includes 9 interviews of children and young adults,
with issue-based information. Third-person narration introduces each interview. These
interview snapshots offer a range of perspectives and experiences: the voices of children,
boys, girls, and young adults: ‘The voices of these children are resonating far beyond the
fields where their families work, reaching to where their parents dream” (p. 7).
These voices let us in to intragroup race, class, and gender relations, as well as
education as the door to a better life. Jose Luis Rios, a third grader, comments:
I like coming to school better than working in the fields. I go to school on the bus at
seven-thirty. I like going to school to learn because then you know things. If you
don’t know anything and you go somewhere and somebody asks you to write
something, you won’t be able to. And when you’re older you won’t know anything.
The people who haven’t gone to school, they work in the fields, (pp. 15-16)

He is alluding here to the link between social power and knowledge, the knowledge that has
currency in U.S. society. Another interview offers a female viewpoint, particularly important
because many of the stories are told from a young male perspective. Andrea Martinez, a
young Zapotec Indian, an Indigenous group from Mexico, speaks Zapoteca, not Spanish. She
talks about the discrimination she experienced as a young girl and as an Indigenous person.
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She had to resist the gender roles imposed upon her: She was told that girls are supposed to
get married, have children, and not study. She discusses the intragroup racism she has
experienced at the hand of Mexican Americans, even though their parents were bom in
Mexico also: Because Chicanas/os know some English, they try to discriminate against those
who have newly immigrated. Some of these cultural members collude with the hegemony of
English as well as one of the racisms that is part of the Mexican culture.
The ideology of individualism is challenged throughout these pages as children speak
about their commitment to their immediate and extended family. Victor Machuca states: “I
think doing things like working together is important. It makes our family stronger” (p. 50).
The last interview is of Mari Carmen L6pez, who will attend college in the fall. She attended
Yo Puedo Program (I CAN) (Perhaps this program could also include the collective “we” in
their title.) but she claims that she “still [has] obstacles, like English” (p. 91). She further
states that “always in my family, they’ve said how important education is, that not everyone
is lucky enough to get one, and that we should always strive for the best” (p. 93). The
discursive thread of luck is often associated with class mobility, masking the factors
contributing to or hindering mobility.
The book ends with a poem by Francisco X. Alarcon, “Tierra Prometida/The
Promised Land.” The poem is first written in Spanish and then in English. Alarcon speaks of
the power that resides within the Mexican American individual and community. He invites
the community to dream dreams that are rooted in their history, to “hear what nobody wants
to hear,” and to “see what nobody wants to hide” (p. 95). He calls on the individual, the
community to be doctors, nurses, teachers, and lawyers, who work for the poor, who are
cultural workers, and who are “the key that opens new doors to our people” (p. 95). This
poem points to the collaborative power of the community to access and redistribute social
power. He challenges the notion of education as the only key to the American Dream.
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Migrant Worker: A Boy from the Rio Grande Valley, written by Diane Hoyt-

Goldsmith (1996) and photographed by Lawrence Migdale, and Harvest, written and
photographed by George Ancona, are assembled as photo albums or scrapbooks. These two
texts feature portraits as well as photographs of main characters engaged in everyday activity.
The color photography heightens the abundance present in the landscape and in Migrant
Worker, the “bright side story” and the hope education extends to the child protagonist.
Migrant Worker features two parallel stories: Ricardo “Ricky” Benitez’s story told in

first-person narrative, while in the sidebars, third-person narrative offers additional
information, like a biographical sketch of Cesar Chavez, information about the
accomplishments of United Farm Workers, and interviews of several migrant children who
do not want to be farmworkers when they grow up. This story provides another perspective of
the migrant system. Ricky helps his family: “I don’t like to work in the fields all day because
it is muy duro... .but I know it is important to help my family, so I try to do it without
complaining. Working in the fields makes me appreciate how hard my parents have worked
to build the good life that we enjoy” (p. 16). The subtext in this story is education because it
purportedly offers the key out of the migrant circuit.
Like many of the parents featured in the text collection, Ricky’s parents had to quit
school in the third grade so they could work alongside their parents in the fields. Ricky’s
parents want a different life for him and his siblings. They live in Rio Grande City during the
school year, while his father works in Chicago so he can support his family’s stable
residency. Ricky’s school, Ringgold Elementary School, is highlighted. The reader gets to
meet the principal, Mr. Encamacion “Chon” Garza, whose life serves an example of how
education can afford the student with the promise of the American Dream:
Principal Garza] told me proudly, “My mother and father never felt shame about who
they were or where they came from. I never imagined we were poor. I thought
everyone lived like us.” (p. 22)
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It was not easy going to school when Mr. Garza was a boy. Kids were made to feel
bad about their Mexican heritage. They didn’t know how to speak English, and
Spanish wasn’t allowed, so most children did not say anything at all. (p. 25)

My friend. Chon Garza, has taught me that the best way to make my dreams come
true is to get a good education. With an education, anything is possible, (p. 30)

The story’s closure is open with education as a possibility, an opportunity. While this
closure was left open, it was confirming the discursive thread of education as a key to
American Dream. Public education is the equalizing system, but does it create permeability
and mobility within the U.S. class system? Certainly children can apply themselves in their
schooling, but racist, classist, and sexist policies and practices can get in the way of breaking
the migrant circuit. It is not just up to the individual student. Schools as social institutions
must examine in what ways they empower their students to succeed within these power
relations. Many of these ways are evident in Mr. Garza’s school, but while Migrant Worker
treats “its subject carefully and factually, albeit in a textually and visually challenging way”
(Barrerra, Quiroa, & West-Williams, 1999, p. 325), the discursive thread of education is
problematic because education can also produce and reproduce dominant class relations.
Harvest (Ancona, 2001) a photo-essay, juxtaposes rich land with poor people and

introduces the reader to the migrant life of recent Mexican immigrants. For example, the
cover photograph shows a young farmworker reaching into vines weighed down with large
bunches of grapes. The text is told in the third-person omniscient perspective with some
interviews interwoven throughout the text. George Ancona documents the harvest activities
associated with strawberries, lettuce, green peppers, broccoli, lettuce, artichokes, raspberries,
grapes, apples, pears, peaches, cherries, turnips, and com. He includes three interviews: one
of a young mother, one of a retired farmworker, and one of a substitute teacher. The rest of
the text describes harvest and family time on the farm, with these interviews bringing the
reader up close to some of the hopes and concerns of these farmworkers. Bernice Gomez, a

young migrant agricultural laborer states: “My hopes for my children are that they work and
study hard to become someone important, that they have self-esteem, that they have
principles, and that they be useful to society....We are alone here and struggling but thanks to
God we are doing well” (p. 15). This stretch of text speaks to this parent’s belief that hard
work and education will reward her children. Sehor Jesus Suarez, a retired farmworker,
comments: “The life of a bracero was good for some and sad for others. For me—why
complain? People treated me well. You know that the way you treat people is the way you
will be treated” (p. 23). Sehor Suarez speaks to the power of the individual in
microinteractions, but the system of migrant agricultural labor must be examined as well.
Isabel Sorio, a substitute teacher, speaks to the systems of education and migrant
work:
I like very much being a Mexican. I want my sons to be educated and to be aware
that they are Mexicans too. Because Mexicans suffer here. As far as I’m concerned
slavery still exists in the United States. But nobody knows of this since nobody cuts
cauliflower or celery except campesinos. Life is hard for the campesino. (p. 27)
Sorio wants her children to be educated, not deculturalized. She wants their cultural heritage
to be affirmed. She notes the dominating practices of migrant labor as a form of slavery. Who
owns the farmworkers and their labor? The text discusses the educational hardships
experienced by children because of moving with the harvest, which leads to many of them
dropping out of school. Martin Rodriguez, a parent who participates in the migrant center’s
fiesta, invites farmerworkers to take part in their children’s education, despite their

socioeconomic status or inexperience with formal education: “I too am a father who just
came to this country. I want to urge you to take part in your children’s education. Don’t be
afraid because we don’t speak English or we work in the fields. We can adapt. We are our
children’s role models” (p. 30).
The text ends with “La lucha sigue\ The struggle goes on.” The open ending signals
the work that still needs to be done so migrant farmworkers’ rights are protected. The United
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Farm Workers Union represents a small fraction of these laborers, which leaves many
agricultural workers vulnerable to unfair treatment and poor compensation. These nonfiction
novels connect the personal to the political. They show how these families collaborate to
survive the hardships produced and maintained by the migrant farmworker system, while at
the same time adopting the discourse of education as the key to the American Dream. These
nonfiction narratives are dialogically constructed, addressing the specific living and working
conditions of migrant farmworkers against a sociopolitical backdrop. The picture books in the
text collection are less interrogative of these social practices.
Picture Books
The picture book constructs an intertextuality between the textual and visual
representations: The illustrations and text convey the relationship between the pictures and
words. The illustrations offer the “position of power,” the location from which to view the
social interactions among the characters. All of these picture books draw from realistic
fiction, told from the third-person point of view, with the exception of Going Home, which is
told from the first-person perspective. The cultural themes present in these texts include
education, home, work, and the effects of migrancy.
Amelia’s Road, written by Linda Jacobs Altman (1993) and illustrated by Enrique O.

Sanchez, is one of the first picture books to place the migrant child protagonist at the center
of the story. The illustrations, textured acrylic-on-canvas paintings, give the reader a visceral
sense of the setting. Amelia, the protagonist of the story, hates the constant moving around
that her family must do because of migrant farmwork. She dreams of a permanent place, one
she can return to again and again and call her own. Amelia and her family work hard for not
much pay. Sometimes she must endure unfriendly and uncaring treatment at schools. This
year it is different; her teacher, Mrs. Ramos, makes Amelia feel welcomed.
There is no mention of the working conditions, the owners’ participation, the manner
in which working and housing arrangements are made, or workings of the migrant labor
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system. But Amelia and her family are realistically and sympathetically drawn. In some
ways, as Hazel Rochman (1993) claims, “Altman’s story is somewhat contrived, more
convincing as metaphor than fact.” In the author’s note at the end of the book, Altman does a
credible job of describing the difficulties of migrant life. It is unfortunate that on the inside
back flap of the book the migrant experience is trivialized by the statement “she identifies
with migrant children because her family moved around often when she was young.” Clearly
the author empathizes with her protagonist, and probably understands the fears of being
accepted into new schools, making and losing friends, and adjusting to new neighborhoods
and communities. But the experience of being forced to live in a succession of marginal
dwellings is vastly different from a middle-class experience with a succession of comfortable
homes. Children of academics, children of service people, and children whose families enjoy
upward mobility and maybe reassignment to different locations do not compare to children
who must move from shacks to tents to barrack-like accommodations and subsistence living.
Their lives are not safe, private, or predictable. This book is not a window into how families
live in different ways, as suggested by one reviewer (Wilde, 1993); this difference is
sociopolitically made.
This is a story of a Mexican American family who are migrant farmworkers needing
to travel from field to field for work. Amelia is tired of moving around and wishes to stay in
one place. Amelia works alongside her parents three hours each morning and then goes off to
school: “By the time she had finished her morning’s work, Amelia’s hands stung and her
shoulders ached. She grabbed an apple and hurried off to school” (n.p.). She persists in going
to school in spite of changing schools with the harvest. The family perseveres without
complaining in spite of having to move with the work. Amelia has learned how to be resilient
along with her family as the story progresses. She wishes for a big white house with blue
shutters and a tree in the front yard. Amelia finds an old metal box to hold her Amelia-
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things” or mementos and discovers the accidental road to the tree where she buries her
treasure. Here she creates permanence for herself, a place of her own.
The story shows workers in a respectful way, but the migrant worker system is not
questioned; it is a backdrop or scenery. While Amelia creates a place she will call home,
there is a complete silence about the power structure of the socioeconomic system that
perpetuates a system that depends on the exploitation of migrant farmworkers. Amelia is the
focalizer of this story. Told through a third-person perspective Amelia shows agency when
she decides to make the spot under the old tree her probable home, a place to return to. She
does this to deal with her transient life, dependent on the harvest circuit. Her new teacher,
Mrs. Ramos, takes the initiative to learn Amelia’s name. She is most likely Mexican
American, or at least that is implied by her surname. Perhaps she is connected to the Spanish¬
speaking community. Mrs. Ramos is an ally and resists the non-effort given to migrant
children. Amelia complains about the kind of knowledge that her father possesses: “[She]
sighed. Other fathers remembered days and dates. Hers remembered crops” (n.p.). The
farmworker’s knowledge has no value alongside school knowledge. The ending is open,
filled with promise: “For the first time in her life, she didn’t cry when her father took out the
road map” (n.p.). Amelia takes charge of the situation and creates permanence amidst the
instability. She has a special spot, “ a place she can come back to,” marking the return of the
harvest cycle, but no economic change will happen for this family. The harvest and migrant
cycles are inevitable.
Like Amelia’s Road, Radio Man/Don Radio, written and illustrated by Arthur Dorros
(1993), romanticizes migrant farmwork. Barrera and Cortes (1997) claim that this book
represents the Mexican American migrant experience as “virtual travel odyssey ( Now we 11
go north, to new places,’ said Papa.). The boy’s migrant life includes traveling in a truck/van
with personalized license plates (“PIC4U2”), staying in migrant camps with neat cabins, and
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having a family that sings at its most tired moment” (p. 142). Juxtaposing this story with one
of the nonfiction novels, the romantic treatment of the migrant experience is exposed.
Told in the third-person narrative and bilingual text, the “Radio Man” connects the
lives of families and friends to each other through his radio program. Diego’s family travel
most of the year picking fruits and vegetables. This text is written like a travelogue,
chronicling Diego’s northward travels with the harvests of cabbage, melons, cherries, and
apples, from Texas, then West, and then northward, the family drives from farm to farm
looking for work. In their travels, the family stops at a grocery store to purchase something to
eat and drink. Looking at the rows and rows of fruits and vegetables Diego wonders if his
family picked any of them; he realizes that he knows how to pick all of them. The ending is
closed, affirming the endurance of friendships within migrant situations.
Tomas and the Library Lady, written by Pat Mora (1997) and illustrated by Raul

Colon, is inspired by a real life character, Tomas Rivera, who was a migrant worker and
became a writer, professor, and chancellor of the University of California at Riverside. The
illustrations, done in scratchboard overwashed in sun-drenched colors, create a dream-like
atmosphere. In this story, Tomas and his family spend winters in Texas and summers in Iowa
as migrant farmworkers. The grandfather, who is an accomplished storyteller, sends Tomas to
the library to gather more stories. The librarian invites Tomas into the library, supplies him
with a refreshing drink of cold water, and offers him some books. The family appreciates the
stories that Tomas reads to them. Tomas and the librarian develop a strong friendship over
the course of the summer. When the family leaves to return to Texas, “the library lady” gives
Tomas the gift of a new book. Told from a third-person perspective the text reflects the role
libraries can play for migrant communities—a public home. It is a romantic rendering of the
migrant life, where “little stress is shown,” claims Hazel Rochman (1997). The library offers
a space where Tomas is free to imagine. Grandfather invites Tomas to tell new stories, stories
he can read in books at the library. The librarian takes an interest in Tomas: “Read to me.
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Tomas....please teach me some new words in Spanish.” “Book is libro,” said Tomas. The
librarian gives him a new book as a present. Papa Grande says—“more stories for the new
storyteller.” According to the author, Tomas Rivera was indeed encouraged to read by a
librarian in Iowa.
Although this story reveals little about the actual experience of migrant farmers, we
see the support of the family, valuing of story, and the importance of a relationship with a key
person. The librarian is respectful of the child and his abilities, and genuinely interested in
who he is. She sees him as an individual from a specific cultural group. The family is
supportive of his interests. Unlike Amelia, Tomas is not devastated by his situation. He
carries his sense of self with him. The story ending is left open with possibility. What books
will Tomas read? What stories will he tell? Tomas is the new family storyteller, which points
to the family’s future. But will Tombs’ stories displace his grandfather as teller? Certainly the
family values Tomas’ ability to read, thereby giving him access to other stories. The danger is
whether this access will devalue the stories Papa Grande has to tell. Will book knowledge be
valued over lived experience and oral tradition? It is so in schools and society.
Going Home, written by Eve Bunting (1996) and illustrated by David Diaz, told in

first-person narrative, incorporates multiple focalizers, thus giving the story an interrogative
edge. A migrant worker family returns to Mexico during Christmas time. Even though the
family members are documented immigrants, they worry: “Are you sure they will let us back,
Papa?” (p. 5), a concern many of the characters express because of race relations in the
Southwest. Opportunity is the underlying theme in this story. On their journey back to
Mexico, the children, Dolores and Carlos, discuss their parents’ choice to labor in the fields.
The family is in the United States “for the opportunities,” Dolores, the oldest child, mimicks
her father. Carlos comments: “I don’t see them getting many of these wonderful
opportunities” (n.p.). Dolores is critical of the association between the United States and
opportunities. On their first night in Mexico, the children gain an understanding of their
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parents’ attachment to their homeland as they notice their parents’ ties to family, community,
and the landscape.
In Mexico the townspeople comment on the opportunities education affords in the
United States, not in Mexico:
“Imagine, Consuelo! Your son—and all your children—speaking English. So
smart!”
“Yes,” Papa says. “Their school is very fine. They are getting a good education.”
The woman nods. “ You were wise to take them and go. Our school is good, too.
But where are the opportunities for our children after?”
I blink. There is that word again.
“We were wise,” Mama says. “But it was hard. It is still hard.” (n.p.)

The townsperson seems to equate intelligence with the speaking of English. Perhaps she is
marveling at the children’s English language learning capabilities and proficiency. Carlos
detects “the word” again, circulating in this Mexican town. The story closes with the
possibility of the parents returning to Mexico once the children have realized some aspects of
the American Dream. The ending is open because whether these opportunities materialize for
the children is not revealed.
Multiple focalizations unmask the complexities of working in the “land of
opportunity.” Diaz revisits his Smoking Night illustration technique, a text also written by
Bunting, and creates a montage, with photographs of Mexican folk art and flowers for
borders, and paintings of the story events. The border contextualizes this text, with the
Mexican culture present almost on every page. Sometimes the photography of the folk art
overshadows or distracts the reader’s eye from the subject matter in the paintings.
The challenges of going from school to school are captured in the last picture book
that draws from realistic fiction. First Day in Grapes, written by L. King Perez (2002) and
illustrated by Robert Casilla, is one of the most recent publications on the Mexican American
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migrant experience. This text, told in the third-person omniscient position and first-person
perspective, depicts Chico’s reluctance about attending a new school again. He worries that
kids will make fun of him. And they do. His new teacher clearly is involved with the
students: She plays baseball during recess. She notices that math is Chico’s strongest subject
and invites him to take on challenging problems. During lunchtime two fourth grade boys
/

mock Chico because of his tortilla lunch. He stands up and, using his math knowledge,
proceeds to pose math problems to the boys. This interrupts their bullying efforts and brings
other students to Chico’s rescue. Chico feels his power. In getting off the bus, he introduces
himself to the “grouchy bus driver.” These two situations speak to Chico’s agency. He
decides to resist the disrespectful ways some of the children treat the bus driver. Chico is a
resister and an agent.
The illustrations are rendered in watercolor, colored pencil, and pastel, creating a
realistic portrayal of Chico and his home, school, and community. The illustrations shift from
an omniscient to first-person perspective. For example, in the cafeteria scene, the reader sees
the events from head-on perspective to Chico’s perspective. These shifts capture the exercise
of power during this microinteraction. The reader views the bullies approaching Chico’s
lunch table, with Chico sitting down and the fourth grade boys standing over him. Chico then
stands up and closely approaches them. The reader sees the group of children assemble
around Chico, in support, as the bullies mock Chico’s migrant status. In the next page, allies
surround Chico as the two fourth grade boys leave the group, grumbling under their breath,
“this is dumb.” They pretend that Chico’s math challenge is not worth partaking in.
Linda Perkins (2002), one of the book reviewers, claims that this text is “an insightful
glimpse of another way of life and a reminder that different kids have different talents.” This
text like all the other stories in this text collection does show another “way of life,” but it is
greatly shaped by race and class relations. First Day in Grapes demonstrates that this migrant
family is exercising collaborative power to make their situation work against the difficult
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conditions created by the migrant agricultural labor system. The photography and illustrations
of nonfiction narratives and picture books offer a place from which to view the story. The
next group of books uses poetic elements, which intensify the language use in these stories.
Poetry
Poetic elements deepen the language use in three picture books and one young adult
novel. The first text, Gathering the Sun: An Alphabet in Spanish and English, is framed by
the Spanish alphabet. It was first written in Spanish and then translated into English. The two
picture books by Juan Felipe Herrera savor words in telling about his experience as an
English language learner. Crashboomlove: A Novel in Verse, also by Herrera, uses footnotes
to translate Spanish words; it is an in-text codeswitching. All of these picture books are
hybrids of picture book, realistic fiction, and poetry genres. Herrera’s young adult novel is
told in free verse.
Gathering the Sun: An Alphabet in Spanish and English, told by Alma Flor Ada

(1997), illustrated by Simon Silva, and translated into English by Rosa Zubizarreta,
acknowledges and affirms the Spanish language. The text introduces the reader to the Spanish
alphabet, providing a different view of the people who work the land, and offering some
information about Californian agriculture, and Mexican culture and history. Barrera, Quiroa,
and West-Williams (1999) maintain that “Respect and dignity for the nation’s Mexican
American migrant farm workers, young and old, is equally conveyed by the text and art of
this book focused on the Spanish alphabet” (p. 325). In order for this book to work as an
alphabet book, it is the Spanish to which we must refer. The poem “0rg«//o/Pride”
exemplifies the intent of this text: “orgullosa de mi familia/orgullosa de mi lengua/orgullosa
de mi culturalorgullosa de mi raza/orgullosa de ser quien soy. Proud of my family/Proud of

my language/Proud of my culture/Proud of my people/Proud of being who I am” (n.p.). For
the most part the book is a celebration, affirmation, love, honor, and pride in self and family,
and an appreciation of nature. It is a visually sumptuous representation of migrant experience,
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with little hint of inequity t)r strife. A feeling of permanence pervades. The illustrations depict
an abundance that could be misleading if this text is not read alongside other depictions of the
migrant experience.
The illustrations counteract some cultural stereotypes about farm working families.
To illustrate the poem, “Orgullo/Pride,” the mother and son are rolling out dough, while the
father and daughter are seated at the same table reading and writing. The kitchen is enhanced
by the view from the picture window. However, the reader never gets to know the family
beyond the roles rendered in the illustrations. The palette is harvest colors. Silva, illustrator of
La Mariposa, creates layouts at the bottom of the page that exude stability, strength, and

calm. The color effect is, as in the illustrations from The Christmas Gift, of respect, warmth,
and permanence.
The poem, “Betabel/Beet,” which depicts a beautiful beet field, going on and on in
endless rows, with the mother and father and two siblings bent over in backbreaking labor,
acknowledges the difficulty of picking beets: “Dulce, roja, betabeljjay, como duele la
espalda/agachandose a pizcarla!/Sweet red beets—/yet what a pain/they are to harvest!” The

hardship of farmwork is also conveyed in the illustration and poem, “Z^c/iuga/Lettuce,”
“Cajas y cajas/vacias esperan/que doblen las espaldas/quienes las llenan ./Empty boxes/wait

for us/to bend our backs/and fill them up.” Again the fields extend endlessly into the horizon.
The poem “/s/a/Island” refers to asparagus picking and does acknowledge the labor: “T
cuando el sol ya se pone/en las margenes del rio/regresa a casa mi padre,/muy cansado, con
mi tio.lAnd when at last the sun sets/on the river shores,/both my father and my uncle/very

tired, return home.” The voice of the narrator shifts from the personal (From “Trees”:
“Companions of my childhood...trees that bear the fruits that my parents harvest.”) to the
third-person narrator (From “Cherry Stand”: “...their smooth smiles greet everyone that
passes by.”) to the distant first person narrator (From “Farmworkers”: “Farmworkers is the
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name we give to the people who work the land.. .thank you farmworker for the fruits your
hands have brought me....”).
The young adult novels by Francisco Jimenez help the reader become intimate with
the family and each member comes to life. In Gathering the Sun, the reader gets a sense of
each family as caring and affectionate but the reader does not get to know the family. In this
/

text, we have no idea how stable the position is, although it is as if the family were
permanently located in a fairly comfortable situation: The people are consistently nicely
dressed, living in permanent housing, surrounded by the nuclear family (mother, father, boy
and girl), in possession of a good-sized, well-maintained pick-up truck. The book becomes a
paean of praise for the fruit of the harvest. In Jimenez’s chapter books, it is clear that the
family must move with the harvest. In addition, his young adult novels demonstrate the
complexities of being a farmworker: the uncertainty, the abuse, the exploitation, the
disruptive nature of moving around, and the like. The W page is a thank you to the
farmworkers for their harvest, the Y page connects the past and future of Mexican
Americans, and the Z page closes the story with the message that ultimately nature is the one
in control. The story closure confirms that nature inevitably determines the harvest. This
closed ending fails to consider that it is people who construct migrant agricultural work as an
exploitive system of labor.
Poet Juan Felipe Herrera wrote Calling the Doves/El canto de las palomas (1995),
illustrated by Elly Simmons, and The Upside Down Boy/El niho de cabeza (2000), illustrated
by Elizabeth Gomez, to document his English language learning experience as a migrant
child. These stories combine first-person narrative with lyrical language, realistic fiction, and
magical realism. (Magical realism is a uniquely Latin American genre. It invites the real and
the fantastical to exist side by side.)12 Both stories are told from the child’s point of view,

12 James Wilhelm (1985) states that “the presence of the supernatural is often attributed to the primitive or
‘magical’ Indian mentality which coexists with European rationality” (p. 19). He further states: “Magical realism
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depicting his closeness with his parents and nature. Realistic and magical aspects exist in the
text and illustrations. These texts include bilingual text. These are important stories because
they show another family configuration, a one-child family, and that some migrant family can
choose to enter another work sector. Both picture books highlight the emotionality felt among
the family members as well as new vistas at looking at hardships and education.
These two texts depict a loving family, with an affectionate father who is present.
One reviewer maintains that these texts are “a welcome alternative to the usually bleak
portrayal of the migrant farmworker experience, this is an inspirational self-portrait of a
loving family” (Ayres, 1996). There are strong bonds between people, their work, and the
landscape. Roger Sutton (1995) claims that ‘‘there is little sense of hardship here” and that
these stories are of family pride and “sentimentalized history.” Choice is implicit in both of
these stories. The parents envision a new life for their son, that is, choice along with some
sacrifice.
Calling the Doves/El canto de las palomas is infused with a combination of realistic

content and lyrical language, filled with imagery that the author “gathered the landscapes of
the valley close to [his] heart” (p. 30) during the first eight years of his life. This story speaks
to the ingenuity and resilience of his parents as migrant workers: “’It’s time to settle down.
It’s time Juanito goes to school,’ my mother finally said to my father....As the cities came
into view, I knew one day I would follow my own road. I would let my voice fly the way my
mother recited poems, the way my father called the doves” (n.p.). The language and images
strengthen the messages present here about collaborative power between the parents and
among the migrant community. Implicit in the above statement is that education leads to new
roads that lead to choice.

is thus characterized first of all by two conflicting, but autonomously coherent, perspectives, one based on an
“enlightened” and rational view of reality, and the other on the acceptance of the supernatural as a part of
everyday reality” (p. 21). Thus magical realism is based on Western views of reality, while creating a space for
the representation of myths and beliefs of Indigenous peoples of Mexico and other Latin American countries.
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The Upside Down Boy/El niho de cabeza, the sequel to Calling the Doves/El canto de
las palomas, addresses the power teachers can share with their students. Mrs. Lucille

Sampson, Juan Felipe’s third grade teacher, the teacher the author dedicates this story to,
recognized Juan Felipe’s talents with words, art, and music. She had given him plenty of
invitations where he could explore and expand these talents. Even though his teacher does not
invite Juanito to use Spanish in his learning, she shares with him a love for language and
values the use of music as an entry point to literacy learning.
This story marks the author’s uneasiness about attending a new school. Education
and English language learning are the cultural themes in this story. The author tells the next
part of his life story when his family settles down so he can go to school for the first time.
The text’s vibrant language and illustrations capture his feeling of being “upside down” as he
learns in a formal context and learns a new language. At school his friend Amanda helps him
with the English language.
His mother conveys a love for language; she loves words. Juanito is a second
language learner. He is motivated to learn English: “If I learn them [alphabet letters and
numbers] will they grow like seeds” (n.p.). The alphabet letters are the seeds of the English
language. Juanito’s teacher invites him to sing a song in English and recognizes his singing
talent. His music leads him into poetry writing.
His parents share with him how their class memberships obstructed their access to
education: His mother only got a third grade education because she had to work and his father
learned English from his co-workers on the railroad: He paid “his buddies a penny for each
word they taught him” (n.p.). Education was not a privilege these two adults could afford.
These two picture books openly end with education offering roads to choice and spaces for
Juanito’s voice and personal expression.
In Crashboomlove: A Novel in Verse, the combination of Herrera’s (1999) free verse
and first-person narration capture the immediacy and force of the power relations experienced
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by sixteen-year-old Cesar Garcia, this novel’s protagonist. Herrera pushes the boundaries of
the genre of poetry to tell a story in the format of a novel. This series of poems takes the
reader into the life of Cesar Garcia. Cesar’s father, Papi Cesar, leaves the migrant circuit in
California, and deserts him and his mother and joins his other wife and children in Denver.
Cesar’s “school friends” too often lead him into terrible trouble. Eventually his mother, and
.
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teachers who believe in him, help to find a path for himself. Herrera demonstrates here that
poetry is not necessarily disconnected from reality. This text demonstrates how the power
relations extant at Rambling West High School in Fowlerville, California, try to swallow
Cesar Garcia up whole. The free verse heightens the insidious nature of racisms and classism
and sexism in this setting. Social interactions are fast and hard. Associations and dissociations
define who you are. Identity constructions are intergroup and intragroup processes.
The poetic genre heightens the impact of Cesar’s struggles as a Mexican American
teenager in a hostile school situation, a context that he is new for him. The free verse
amplifies his liminal status within this school community. He is marginalized because of his
migrant farmworker status as well as his Mexican cultural and language differences. Extreme
peer pressure to participate in racisms, classisms, and sexisms through verbal and physical
violence is commonplace at this high school.
Cesar tries to hide his Mexican identity and looks to the marketplace to create a
common culture and mask his heritage:
Xeng sits next to me and Miguel Tzotzil. Lunch.
Show him my shoes. New Air Tigers Lucy bought me.
Hide my tortillas in the wrinkled bag. (p. 13).
The name brands offer new associations in the school context, which perpetuate intragroup
racism and classism:
Maxy Ortega snarls.
Hollers to the new guy—Kick his butt!
He’s a scrapa, a wetback. Spits on me. (p. 30)
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Gang life becomes a microcosm of society. Cesar colludes with intragroup racism, and
because of peer pressure, beats up Miguel Tzotzil. Cesar contemplates his participation in
petty crimes, some violence, and drugs:
I don’t want this. I tell myself.
Everyday, I get further and further
From home, from school.
How do I get back? (p. 60)
Mama Lucy is an important role model in Cesar’s life:
You can do it.
She pats me on my head.
Si se puede, you can do it!

Lucy cheers into my ear,
Sings and hurries to shut off the little stove.
Think about the choices you make,
She tells me. (p. 61)
Mama Lucy resists school practices that discriminate against her son and alienate the
Mexican American students. She intervenes at the end of the story and offers to teach
afternoon and Saturday classes that will bring Mexican American students back to their
culture. Ms. Steiger, who is a teacher in the alternative school that Cesar attends, uses the
arts, especially writing to humanize “problem students.” She invites them to say the
unspeakable, to write the undocumented:
Ms. Steiger said,.Write about who you are.
Carlos Johnson laughed. Is something funny?
She asked. How can I write about myself?
I don’t even know what I am.
I don’t know if I am black.
I don’t know if I am Mexican.
My parents never talk about it.
That’s it, Carlos. Write that.
Ms. Steiger smiled a big smile.
It was the first time
I heard Carlos
Talk in class. It was the first time
I heard he was Mexican and black, (p. 151)
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Carl Johnson is the ringmaster of many of the altercations represented in this novel. Ms.
Steiger guides him to name the internalized oppression that he has experienced. Mama Lucy
and Ms. Steiger embrace these young adults whose fast-paced high school environment only
guarantees failure. This novel openly ends like the author’s two other books, with Ms.
Steiger creating a space for Cesar and his classmates to find and hear his voice. The
remaining novels in the text collection combine realistic fiction and autobiographical
elements to represent the Mexican American migrant farmworker experience.
Realistic Fiction
The young adult novels featured in this next section are told from the
Mexican/Chicana/o perspective, with the last three novels portraying the Mexican/Chicana/o
migrant experience from a European American perspective. The three protagonists of the
latter texts have the following class memberships: working poor, middle class, and uppermiddle class. Most of the novels draw on personal experience with the migrant farmworker
system, except for the last two stories, which are constructed as realistic fiction. All of these
texts, like Jimenez’s The Circuit and Breaking Through, possess the social realism of John
Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath. Steinbeck once said that he wrote books “the way lives
[were] being lived not the way books [were] written” (Reef, 1996, p. 92).
Tomas Rivera’s 1970 novel, —y no se lo trago la tierra. ...And the Earth Did Not
Devour Him, first written in Spanish, is one of the first books to document the Mexican

American migrant experience in great detail, an experience that was otherwise invisible in the
literary landscape. This text was newly translated and published by Arte Publico Press in
1987, and reissued in 1995. The English translation exists in the second half of the book.
Tomas Rivera was bom into a family of Mexican-American migrant workers in Crystal City,
Texas. He traveled and worked in the fields with them until he went to junior college. Later,
he became a professor of Spanish literature and was chancellor of the University of California
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at Riverside, when he died suddenly at the age of 49. Rivera’s life inspired Pat Mora to write
Tomas and the Library Lady.

Alberto Ledesma (1996) argues that this text is the first to document the
undocumented immigrant experience, even though Rivera refers to protagonists as migrant
farmworkers. Ledesma maintains that Rivera did this intentionally to deflect attention from
the farmworkers’ undocumented status. This story was written during el movimento, the
Chicano Renaissance, and the organizing efforts of the United Farmworker’s Union in the
1960s. This book is a semi-autobiographical collage of short stories, snap shots, and
anecdotes to deconstruct and reconstruct the protagonist's "lost year."
In Mexican culture there exists a social myth, based on religious superstition, that if
you curse God’s name, the earth will part and you will be swallowed whole. This belief is the
basis of the title of Rivera’s novel, a first-person narrative laced with multiple perspectives.
The unnamed protagonist curses God’s name out of desperation at seeing his family, friends,
and community endure poverty. The twelve chapters connect isolated events in the novel,
each one symbolic of a month in the migrant cycle.
The young male protagonist finds a space under a house to retrace the year that he
lost, a year of hardship because of the migrant farmwork and poverty. In doing so, he gains a
year as well as consciousness about his marginalized existence. There is commentary about
the oppressive nature of religion. He challenges his parents’ blind faith in God, a social
practice that helps them endure social abuse. This text describes the migrant experience in the
1950s, by showing how a community is exploited or discriminated against by farmers,
shopkeepers, and even other Mexican Americans. The young boy, who remains nameless
throughout the story, struggles for self-identity amidst exploitation, migrancy, death, disease,
and social conflict. Migrant farmwork shapes family and community relations. The text
demonstrates intragroup subjugation and shows the power of reflection, which leads to
resistance. The author creates community in his mind:
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I would like to see all of the people together. And then, if I had great big arms, I
could embrace them all. I wish I could talk to all of them again, but all of them
together. But that, only in a dream. I like it right here because I can think about
anything I please. Only by being alone can you bring everybody together. That’s
what I needed to do, hide, so that I could come to understand a lot of things. From
now on, all I have to do is to come here, in the dark, and think about them. And I
have so much to think about and I’m missing to many years. I think today what I
wanted to do was recall this past year. And that’s just one year. I’ll have to come here
to recall all of the other years....He had made a discovery. To discover and
rediscover and piece things together. This to this, that to that, all with all. That was it.
That was everything, (pp. 151-152)

This text’s circular structure defies many of dominant cultural expectations for
storying: beginning, middle, and end. The dominant culture expects closure or resolution to
stories, which in many ways, confirms the prevailing ideologies imbedded in the text
(Stephens, 1992; Kohl, 1995a). An open ending invites the reader to consider a wide range of
possibilities, thus creating a space for re-imagining the social world created by the story. In
some ways, the boy's emergence from under the house represents his newly found
consciousness about his community’s socioeconomic condition. Just like The Circuit's
circular structure, —y no se lo trago la tierra....And the Earth Did Not Devour Him disrupts
the American Dream and signals the consciousness raising of the protagonist.
In Jesse, a semi-autobiographical, first-person narrative, Gary Soto (1994), one of the
most prolific Mexican American writers, tells the story of Jesse and his brother Abel. Jesse, a
high school student, leaves his senior year at Christmas and moves in with Abel because his
family life with his stepfather and mother is dysfunctional. He registers at City College, a
local junior college in Fresno, California during the Vietnam War era. Abel and Jesse work as
migrant farmworkers on the weekend to pay for their food; housing is covered by their social
security checks that they receive because of their father’s industrial-related death. They resist
what White people consider Mexicans, as one of the peripheral characters denounces: White
people only saw Mexicans as manual laborers” (p. 15). They attend college as an attempt to
break out of the migrant circuit.
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Race and class discrimination limits Jesse’s and Abel’s employment opportunities.
They pick melons, oranges, or cotton, depending on the harvest cycle. Jesse struggles to
pursue his version of the American Dream, that is, to become an artist. He is willing to do
whatever it takes to fulfill this dream: “We were Mexican, and we knew it would be a
struggle. Mexican jobs weren’t good jobs...(p. 9). These two brothers work hard at school
and at work. They are committed to each other and come to each other’s help when
necessary. Racist and classist assumptions about Mexicans and Mexican Americans as
people, as students are challenged throughout the text. For example, one art student’s work is
not accepted because the teacher cannot believe a Mexican American student could create
such good art. (The same situation occurs in the next novel, Barefoot Heart: Stories of a
Migrant Child, when the protagonist enters an essay contest, the judges cannot believe she is

the writer of the winning essay.)
In his art class, Jesse decides to paint the farmworkers’ strike. He invites his mother
to his class art show. She comments on Jesse’s course of study:
“Ay, Dios miof she said, wiping her eyeglasses. “Is this what you’re learning in
college.
‘This is just one of the classes.”... (p. 124)
...’’Why can’t you go into electricity? Angie’s son is fixing radios and making
good money.” I pulled her away, but she continued, “Did you know he fixed the
clock at St. John’s? He got his wedding almost for free for that.”
I shook my head no and led her to my drawing of striking field workers, which I
had titled “jHuelgal” The long dusty line of strikers curled out of view toward a
sunset pink as a scar on a girl’s knee. I didn’t tell her that it was my drawing because
I wanted her to like it a lot and then say, “This is really good, mV jo. Who did this
one? But Mom wrapped her Juicy Fruit in an old coupon for Trix and said in Spanish,
“jMira\ These lazy people are giving us a bad name.”
“Mom, they’re strikers.”
“For eso, they have hands, don’t they? Are they afraid to use them?”
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Something dropped like a rock inside me. Mom didn’t know anything, and I
thought for a second that maybe she had peeled too many potatoes in her life to
understand very much....
We circled the cafeteria, drinking punch and sometimes looking at the artwork on
the wall. Mom would shake her head and mumble in Spanish, “Is this what you and
Abel go to school for?”.... (pp. 125-126)
“Which one was yours?”
“What?”
“The pictures. Which one was yours, mi’joV
I got out of the car at a busy comer, her car more in the road than alongside of it.
Leaning on the window I lied and told her mine was the giraffe poking his head
through the hedge.
Her face brightened. She said it was beautiful, told me to be good, and drove off
with her turn signal blinking right as far as I looked, (pp. 128-129)
Jesse’s mother colludes with racist and classist ideologies about what Mexican Americans
can and cannot be. She wants her son to succeed in a world that only thinks of Mexican
Americans as laborers. He refuses to accept the prevailing ideology expressed by one
preacher: “...he told us not to do what we really wanted to do, and then we would be able to
do what was necessary” (p. 80). Jesse has other ideas for his future. He is conscious of the
struggle within the farmworkers’ community, which his mother interprets as a rejection of
work opportunities. Jesse’s mother’s collusion comes from her position in society. He rejects
that subject position, but goes along with his mother’s expectations for the subject matter of
his art, that is, disconnected from his sociopolitical circumstances: a giraffe peeking through a
bush. He never admits to being the artist of “jHuelgaV'
Jesse is a coming-of-age novel. Jesse is uncomfortable around girls. Some of this

discomfort stems from his shyness and some of it comes from his socioeconomic status. Jesse
is a resister of racist/classist/sexist ideologies. He does not objectify young women as sexual
objects. He wants to rescue his mother: “If Abel and I stayed in college long enough, maybe
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we could earn enough money to buy our mother back, to buy her something more than the
glare of a TV on Friday nights” (p. 69).
Jesse exercises collaborative power in helping his rich Mexican American friend with
the college application process. Jesse shares his knowledge applying to an institution of
higher education as well as his writing talents. He co-writes Luis’ personal statement by
capturing in writing what he says. Leslie, a Vietnam veteran and friend to Jesse and Abel, is a
White ally to them and the Mexican American community. The story ends with Abel’s draft
letter to go to Vietnam and Jesse imagining miles and miles of melons to harvest. The story
closure questions how people could acquiesce to a socially unjust society: “...no one was
getting up to set the crooked world straight” (p. 166).
The next three young adult novels under discussion offer windows into the gender
roles of Mexican American women in these family portrayals. The Chicana perspective lets
the reader into social spaces that a Chicano point of view does not.
Barefoot Heart: Stories of a Migrant Child, written by Elva Trevino Hart (1999), is

an autobiographical account of the life of a child growing up in a family of migrant
farmworkers. Elva Trevino Hart was bom in south Texas to Mexican immigrant parents. She
spent her childhood moving back and forth between a small, segregated south Texas town
and Minnesota.
The roots of her education were primarily self-motivated. Apa s (her father)
education ended after the third grade, and Ama (her mother) found Elva s enthusiasm
towards formal learning of dubious value. Ama only had a third grade education, and the
books threatened her because she didn’t know what was in them (p. 164). Apa would say.
“So work hard, do your homework, finish high school, and then you’ll be set. You’ll never
have to work hard as I did, or for as little money” (p. 33). Apa witnessed how learning new
information and skills benefited his brother Manuel, who owned a cantina.
Hart faces racial prejudices in school. She found a way to not be judged subjectively:
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“In math there was only one right answer....if I just did my very best, then I didn’t have to
fight, and I could get the best grade. I had finally found a place where being Mexican didn’t
matter” (pp. 177-178). She therefore chose to pursue mathematics, a field with cut and dry
answers, even though she preferred English and reading. Hart comments on the gender roles
awaiting her after high school: “I saw that once I finished high school I had to leave and
probably not come back except to visit. My parents expected no more of me than to be a local
Mexican girl who married a local Mexican guy and became a mamacita, a comadre, a ti'a, and
finally, an abuelita.it would be fine with them” (p. 207). This focus in mathematics led
her to a graduate program in computer science and engineering at Stanford University,
followed by a twenty-year career as a computer programmer for IBM.
Barefoot Heart brings to life the day-to-day existence of a family facing the

exploitation of working in the fields and raising a family in an environment that discriminates
against those who have little formal education and speak Spanish. This text documents how
the author overcomes the power relations of race, class, and gender, and discovers her own
talents, but at a social cost. Hart’s assimilation process separates her from the Mexican
culture and identity, and compromises the quality of relationships with her family. These
consequences stem from survival strategies and choices made along the way. She
experiences a “dual existence” as an adult.

Hart excels as a professional:
I had all the trappings of success. I was driving a Mercedes, flying all over the
country on business, and vacationing in the Caribbean. As Gloria Steinem said, “We
were becoming the men we had always wanted to marry.” (p. 231)
My childhood issues were abandonment, feeling less-than because I was Mexican,
and shame that I was a “useless girl” in my father’s eyes. Now I was no longer poor.
Now I was succeeding in a man’s world. I had proven that a Mexican migrant girl
could do it all and have it all. But I was disconnected and distant from my culture, my
family, and from my heart and soul. (p. 233)
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She becomes “a particular man.” She buys into a class system that stratifies our society
according to race and gender. It’s not just ‘‘a man’s world.” It is a particular man’s world—
White middle- and upper-middle class man. She colludes with dominant class ideology,
which severs her from her Mexican background. Hart’s life story is instructive because it
demonstrates the tension between social mobility and maintaining one’s own cultural
heritage. These two developments do not have be mutually exclusive, but can become so
when moving up socially requires a person to by-pass or move away from the culture/power
history they have lived, creating a cultural disconnection. The struggle is to improve one’s
socio-economic situation while resisting dominant class ideologies, and working and living
for collaborative power and not just for personal wealth.
Hart quits her job at IBM and realizes her talents as a writer. She no longer lives the
trappings of an affluent lifestyle, a desire that was an attempt to fill the void left by the
poverty she lived as a child. Hart quiets that void through service and donates the profits from
her autobiography for scholarship funds. The book closes with Hart embracing herself as “a
Mexican American woman writer.” Certainly writing is not the only way to embrace people’s
cultural identity, but it can invite them to journey back to themselves and make sense of their
culture/power experience. Otherwise, they are active participants in a culture of collusion.
Hart exercises her collective power through her writing.
Helena Marfa Viramontes paints a vivid representation of migrant farmworkers in
California’s fruit fields in her novel. Under the Feet of Jesus, a third-person narrative.
Thirteen-year-old Estrella and her Chicana/o migrant family and community work in hot
temperatures picking fruit. Estrella's father abandons the family. She lives with her young
mother Petra and seventy-three-year-old stepfather Perfecto. Perfecto also contemplates
leaving; he yearns for Mexico. They live in tight living quarters; privacy is not a privilege
they enjoy. The storyline quickly unfolds when a small plane showers a deadly pesticide over
the face of Alejo, an adolescent migrant farmworker who is perched in a peach tree, pilfering
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the ripe fruit to sell and supplement his meager wages. Alejo is completely dripping wet with
poison. He becomes sick and Estrella, who has fallen in love with him, exercises everything
in her power to save him.
The lyrical language brings the reader up close to the moods and feelings the land
affords. Viramontes depicts the landscape with sensuality that imprints vivid imagery in the
reader’s mind. This family endures backbreaking work, substandard housing, low pay, and
the significant health risks associated with migrant farmwork.
Alejo’s story becomes an indictment of agribusiness practices that prioritize profit
over human life. Describing Alejo's decline in health, the novel describes the devastation of
pesticide poison, as well as its roots in social injustice. In traveling to a local community
clinic, the family risks being picked up by the Border Patrol (though they are U.S. citizens) as
well as being discriminated against for their skin color and poverty. The encounter between
Estrella's family and a nurse at the community clinic demonstrates the great disparity between
the privileged and the poor. The family hesitate on whether they should pay for Alejo’s health
care expenses, since the nurse really does not render any services besides a cursory
examination. Estrella tries to barter with the nurse, who reduces the clinic visit to $10.00
“because [she] know[s] times are hard these days’’ (p. 144), but does not consider Estrella’s
offer. The nurse mispronounces and misspells Alejo’s name, and assumes he is
undocumented. The family needs the money Perfecto has, which amounts to $9.07, to pay for
the gasoline that will be needed to drive Alejo to the hospital. Estrella leaves the clinic and
returns with a crowbar. In the clinic, she explodes with anger because of the White nurse s
indifference towards Alejo’s condition and her family’s poverty. The nurse returns the money
to Estrella.
Alejo wants to know if Estrella hurt the nurse. Estrella responds. ‘They make you
that way, she sighed with resignation. She tried to understand what happened herself. You
talk and talk and talk to them and they ignore you. But you pick up a crowbar and break the
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pictures of their children, and all of a sudden they listen real fast” (p. 151). Alejo warns her
that “they want us to act this way” (p. 153). He tells her that he is not worth the trouble. She
whispers that they want to take his life.
Just like the Rivera text, this young adult novel challenges the role of religion in this
family’s life. Estrella thinks: “God [is] mean and did not care and she [is] alone to fend
for herself’ (p. 139). Just like the young boy protagonist in —y no se lo trago la tierra....And
the Earth Did Not Devour Him she climbs high onto the bam rooftop, either contemplating

shicide or reveling in her power: “No longer did she stumble blindly. She had to trust the
soles of her feet, her hands, the shovel of her back, and the pounding bells of her heart” (p.
175). She stood at the roof s edge still “as an angel standing on the verge of faith” (p. 176).
The story ends with Estrella high up seeing more than she has seen before, a new
consciousness that perhaps could be collectively shared with her community.
In Esperanza Rising Pam Munoz Ryan (2000) builds her story on the life experiences
of her maternal grandmother and the historical period of the early 1930s. Esperanza and her
parents live a life of affluence in Aguascalientes, Mexico. Tragic circumstances force
Esperanza and Mama to escape with their servants, Hortensia and Alfonso, and their son
Miguel, to California and settle in a Mexican migrant farmwork camp. There they experience
the challenges of hard work, acceptance by their own culture, and socioeconomic problems
constructed by U.S. racist relations and the Great Depression. When Mama becomes ill with
Valley Fever and a strike to protest working conditions threatens to uproot their new life,
Esperanza does everything she can to maintain life in the labor camp and with the help of the
community.
Ryan constructs this third-person narrative with multiple perspectives, creating a
distance or estrangement for the reader to challenge the messages conveyed in the story. The
multiple perspectives problematize the Mexican hacienda and the U.S. migrant farmwork
systems, power structures shaped by class and race relations. Esperanza s mother, an
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influential role model, the powerful voice of Marta, one of the strike organizers, and the
dialogues between Esperanza and Miguel offer a critique of the life of farm labor work.
Esperanza’s raised consciousness about her privileged past illuminates the social river that
runs between Miguel and Esperanza. History provides the context for this story to unfold: the
Great Depression and the repatriation of Mexicans and Mexican Americans to Mexico, the
largest “involuntary migration” up to 1935.
Mama’s lived experience amplifies the gender relations of the time, especially for an
affluent woman. She cannot claim the family estate after her husband’s death. She is not
assigned housing because her family is not male-led. Mama and Esperanza share living
quarters with Hortensia’s family.
Throughout this young adult novel, most of the interactions between Esperanza and
her mother signal Esperanza’s struggle to adapt to her new economic circumstances. Their
conversations document her growing awareness of the privilege she enjoyed up to the border
crossing. Imbedded in these dialogues are Esperanza’s classist attitudes toward the poor:

Esperanza had never been so close to so many peasants before. When she went to
school, all of her friends were like her. When she went to town, she was escorted and
hurried around any beggars. And the peasants always kept their distance. That was
simply the way it was. She couldn’t help but wonder if they would steal her things.
“Mama,” said Esperanza, stopping in the doorway. “We cannot travel in this car.
It...it is not clean. And the people do not look trustworthy.”
Esperanza saw Miguel frown as he edged around her to sit down.
Mama took her hand and guided her to an empty bench where Esperanza slid over
next to the window....
“M/a, it is all we can afford,” said Mama. “We must make do. It is not easy for
me either. But remember, we are going to a place that will be better than living with
Tio Luis, and at least we will be together.” (p. 66-67)
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Mama and Miguel provide ongoing commentary to Esperanza’s classist and racist
worldviews.
Esperanza marvels at the charity of Carmen, who is poor herself. She does not
understand how Carmen can even think of others when her family has great need. Miguel
responds: ‘The rich take care of the rich and the poor take care of those who have less than
they have” (p, 79). Esperanza naively still cannot understand why Carmen has to take care of
the beggar, when a farmer’s market exists a few yards away. Miguel shakes his head: ‘‘There
is a Mexican saying: ‘Full bellies and Spanish blood go hand in hand.”’ He continues: “Have
you never noticed?...sounding surprised. Those with Spanish blood, who have the fairest
complexions in the land, are the wealthiest” (p. 79). The beggar woman is a disabled Indian
woman. His rebuttal shows Esperanza that class and race relations work together within
Mexican society. Esperanza’s life offers evidence of this reality. Esperanza comes to
understand her new social position; she and Mama are peasants now. To survive they exercise
collective power with Hortensia’s family and the rest of the migrant camp community.
Esperanza works hard to provide for Mama while she is sick. She witnesses other
Mexican farmworkers laboring long hours in the fields. She is highly skeptical of the
American Dream: She comments that Miguel easily believes in the possibility allegedly
present in this new setting, but asks where the proof is:
“In Mexico, I was a second-class citizen. I stood on the other side of the river,
remember? And I would have stayed that way my entire life. At least here, I have a
chance, however small, to become more than what I was. You obviously can never
understand this because you have never lived without hope.
She clenched her fists and closed her eyes tight in frustration. “Miguel, do you not
understand? You are still a second-class citizen because you act like one, letting them
take advantage of you like that. Why don’t you go to your boss and confront him?
Why don’t you speak up for yourself and your talents?”
“You are beginning to sound like the strikers, Esperanza,” said Miguel coldly.
“There is more than one way to get what you want in this country. Maybe I must be
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more determined than others to succeed, but I know that it will happen. Aguantate
tantito y lafruta caera en tu mano.”
The words stopped her as if someone had slapped her face. Papa’s words: Wait a
little while and the fruit will fall into your hand. But she was tired of waiting....
“Anza, everything will work out,” he said.
Esperanza backed away from him and shook her head, “How do you know these
things, Miguel? Do you have some prophecy that I do not? I have lost everything.
Every single thing and all the things that I was meant to be. See these perfect rows,
Miguel? They are like what my life would have been. These rows know where they
are going. Straight ahead. Now my life is like the zigzag in the blanket on Mama’s
bed. I need to get Abuelita here, but I cannot even send her my pitiful savings for fear
my uncles will find out and keep her there forever. I pay Mama’s medical bills but
next month there will be more. I can’t stand your blind hope. I don’t want to hear
your optimism about this land of possibility when I see no proof!”
“As bad as things are, we have to keep trying.”
“But it does no good! Look at yourself. Are you standing on the other side of the
river? No! You are still a peasant!”
With eyes as hard as green plums, Miguel stared at her and his face contorted into
a disgusted grimace. “And you still think you are a queen.” (pp. 222-224)

Esperanza’s and Miguel’s different perspectives on the American Dream amplify how their
perception of their place in the world shapes their belief or disbelief of this social myth. Their
dissenting voices unmask the discursive threads imbedded in this social ideology.
The story ends with Esperanza assuring Isabel “not be afraid to start over as she
unravels uneven stitches. The crocheting metaphor is used to describe one s life, straight,
zigzag, or “crooked” rows. Early in the story, Esperanza mourns the predictability of her life
of privilege; it was a straight row. Now she is open to what the future may bring.
The next three realist fiction narratives take place during the summer months of
farming and harvest. All the protagonists are European American boys, one of working poor
status, the other two of upper-middle- and middle-class standing, respectively. The boy in the
beet fields (the reader never learns his name) is a runaway from an abusive family situation
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and finds work on a farm. The second boy, Jeff McKenzie, works in the fields to pay off the
damage he did to a local berry farmer’s field. The third boy, Joe Pedersen, wants a $900
motorbike, a request he makes for his fourteenth birthday. His father invites him to work on
the family farm to earn the cost of the bike. In all of these situations, these young men work
alongside Mexican farmworkers. In each situation they come to know these agricultural
workers’ work and living conditions, with the last two novels speculating on broader factors
shaping the sociopolitical circumstances of migrant farmwork. Books like Jimenez’s The
Circuit and Breaking Through should be read alongside these books from the White workingpoor, middle-, and upper-middle class perspectives, so the reader can get up close to the
Mexican American migrant farmwork experience.
I have decided to include these books because they represent a shift in focalization. In
analyzing these three texts, I examine how power is exercised among the characters as well as
how power relations are perceived. Like Suzanne Fondrie (2001), I agree that readers cannot
“ignore the way whiteness provides white characters status and privilege not accorded to
other characters” (p. 9). Some of Fondrie’s guiding questions are useful to critical
multicultural analysis: “How do the characters embody White privilege? How does White
privilege work with class?” (p. 10). While Fondrie is advocating reading a new way, her
recommendation does not take into account that power includes class and not just race
relations, and that “multicultural aspects of children s literature exist in all literature,
because all literature is a cultural artifact or product. Consequently, Peggy McIntosh s (1990)
and Anne-Marie Harvey’s (2001) lists of White privilege are problematic because, in many
instances, they conflate White privilege with class privilege. As a White person, I have not
benefited from all the privileges outlined on these lists because of ethnic bigotry and
economic oppression. In many ways, these lists essentialize the White experience and
obscure intragroup/intergroup diversity and the workings of class.
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In The Beet Fields: Memories of a Sixteenth Summer, a young adult novel and
memoir written by Gary Paulsen (2000), the boy has contact with Mexican farmworkers in
the first third of the book. This third-person narrative refers to Mexicans as a group most of
the time or by gender and age, but never by name. Few Spanish words are imbedded in this
text. Some microinteractions between the boy and the migrant workers exist. The boy runs
away from an abusive home situation and contemplates wealth, just like Juan Medina in A
Migrant Family, as he is offered his first job on the road:
When he’d started hoeing he dreamt of wealth, did the math constantly until the
numbers filled his mind. Eleven dollars an acre, an acre a day; after ten days a
hundred and ten dollars, twenty days the almost-unheard-of sum of two hundred and
twenty dollars. More than a man made per month working in a factory for a dollar an
hour—and he was only sixteen. Rich. He would be rich.
But after the first day when his back would not straighten and his hands would not
uncurl from the hoe handle and his blisters were bleeding, after all that and two-fifty
for food, and three for the hoe, and fifty cents for the lodging, not to mention the hat
and gloves, only a third of an acre had been thinned that first day, and he knew he
would not get rich, would never be rich. By the second day he was no longer even
sad about not being rich and laughed with the Mexicans who would also never be
rich but who smiled and laughed all the time while they worked. Now, on the fourth
day, gloved, he just hoed. (p. 6-7)
After the first day of work, the boy comes to realize that, even though he is working hard, he
will not become rich. Even though he stereotypes this group as a happy-go-lucky people, he
befriends the Mexican workers and learns about being responsible to the group.
The Mexicans share their food, music, and social commentary with the boy: “They
know we are not legal; we are like ghosts that they see but do not recognize. As long as we
just work and do not go into town or make a difficulty we are all right and they leave us
alone.” (p. 43). He learns the work ethic of the Mexicans and questions the racist remarks he
has heard about this cultural group in the past:
They were wearing those strikingly white men’s dress shirts, which were too large
for them, and the tan of their skin looked rich next to the white cloth and he
wondered why all the men where he came from called them such dark names when
their skin was really so beautiful. He had seen almost no Mexicans until now. (pp.
17-18)
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The boy and the Mexicans exercise collaborative power as they share their meals together.
With the encouragement of one of the Mexican men, the boy learns to capture pigeons from
the bam rafters. Pigeons are a food source for the boy and the Mexican community.
After the hoeing is done, the Mexicans and the boy head down the driveway. The
farmer stops the boy and offers him summer work, but the boy claims that he is going with
the Mexicans. The farmer replies, “But you’re not a Mexican and I thought...well, let’s try it
another way. Can you drive a tractor?” (p. 49). The farmer does not offer stable work to the
Mexicans because they are seen as disposable labor. The boy benefits from his White
privilege and colludes with the farmer and stays on. Besides the predictable income, the boy
remains behind because of possible romance with the farmer’s daughter Lynette, but he never
sees her again.
Eventually the local sheriff picks up the boy as a runaway and steals the boy’s
money. He runs away again. The boy meets an older woman who needs a farmhand and he
works for her for a little while. In the end, he joins the carnival, working alongside all kinds
of people. At the story’s end, he enlists himself in the U.S. Army by forging his parents’
signatures. He has no problem with deceiving the recruiter: “They’d taken a boy he knew
who couldn’t read and another he knew who was given the choice between the army and
prison” (p. 159). He joins the army’s infantry branch, and the “smug pimp”-looking recruiter
claims: “It’ll do you a world of good” (p. 160). Implicit in the story closure is that the army
will own and “fix” the boy, while promising “all the promotions [to] the infantry” (p. 160).
Gretchen Olson (1998), a berry farmer, wrote Joyride, a third-person narrative. Jeff
McKenzie, an affluent seventeen-year-old, who lives in a neighboring city, decides to go for a
joyride through the countryside. In the darkness, he happens to drive through farmland,
leaving a farmer’s damaged bean field behind. During that summer he works for the farmer to
reimburse him for the damages. As a farmworker, he works alongside Mexican migrant
workers, and becomes friends with one of the foremen, Macario. He comes to respect the

188

migrant farmworkers, while, at the same time, recognizing his parents’ and friends’ racist
attitudes. Dialogue between Macario and Jeff challenges some of the stereotypes about the
Mexican community:
“Do you know him?” Jeff asked.
“No.” Macario shook his head, frowning. “You are surprised? Because he is
Mexican does not mean that I know him.”
“I just thought since you’ve worked here a long time you might know him, that’s
all,” Jeff tried to explain.
“Yes, I understand,” said Macario. “I just sometimes am tired of the American
idea that all Mexicans look the same and talk the same or are lazy or good workers.
We are all different peoples.” (p. 85)

Jeff agrees with Macario, but diffuses the tension, stating that Macario was especially
different. This microinteraction ends with Macario calling Jeff a comico, a comedian.
The White working poor are stereotypically portrayed in this story. This class
perceives the Mexicans encroaching on working class jobs as well as their town. Dan
Stevens, a European American farmworker, and his brother and friends vandalize the farm
several times. By the fourth time, Jeff, the farmer’s family, Macario and his brother, and
other co-workers conduct a stakeout and capture Dan and his perpetrators.
Jeffs parents and his school friends are stereotypically portrayed as racist and
classist rich people, while the Mexican farmworkers are rendered as good-natured. Jeff, the
farmer’s daughter Alexa, and Macario are the most fully embodied characters. The
microinteractions among these characters are relational, unmasking their assumptions about
the world, thus offering the reader multiple subject positions. The bantering between Alexa
and her sister Libby is demeaning sibling relationships.
Jeff is given some privileges early on the farm because he works hard, but also
because he is White. He is assigned to drive the farm truck to make strawberry deliveries. His
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relationship with the farmer’s daughter Alexa flourishes as they work on the farm together.
Alexa challenges the gender roles assigned to her by her community: she is smart, athletic,
and plans to work on the family farm when she grows up. Jeffs rich girlfriend Debbie, a
walking stereotype of the “rich girl,” tries to make him jealous by dating his tennis rival. She
is divisive and colludes with gender power relations by wearing revealing clothing, being
demanding, and playing the part of the submissive young woman.
In Under the Same Sky, written by Cynthia DeFelice (2003) and told in a first-person
narrative, fourteen-year-old Joe comes to understand his class and White privileges. His
father wants him to learn what working is about, but his mother challenges this position,
saying that Joe is still a child. The father answers that if he wants a bike, something a child
would not desire, he is old enough to work. Joe begins working the fields, not really knowing
much about the work or the Mexican community that assembled on his family’s land from
April until November. His father gives Manuel, one of the migrant workers, a lot of
responsibility, which annoys Joe. He notices the high regard his father has for this young
man. Joe’s friends, Randy and Jason, make fun of Joe’s plans to work part of the summer.
Jason mocks Joe with racist and classist remarks: “Sefior Jose, amigo...why you not working
een the fields earning muchos dinerosl (p. 14). .Joe denounces Jason’s mockery.
Joe’s contact with Mexican farmworkers makes him reconsider his desire to purchase
a $900.00 motorbike: “...here was Luisa [one of the young Mexican farmworkers], working
so she could send money home to her family, money for food and clothes and stuff like that. I
felt like a real jerk working so I could buy what [his sister] LuAnn had just described as a
toy” (p. 152). Joe’s description of the farmworkers is humanizing; he places them on the
landscape and connects their conditions to sociopolitical factors, in many ways, exposing
how his family benefits from undocumented migrant farm labor.
The local people are stereotypically rendered. As in Joyride, vandalism to the farm
occurs as the community questions the influx of Mexicans. While Jeff possesses a deep
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respect and affection for the Mexican community he works with, he never questions the
sociopolitical factors contributing to their living conditions. But Joe does. He begins to ask
questions about a broader context that benefits from the migrant agricultural labor system. He
claims, “everything seemed complicated. Maybe it always had been, and [he’d] never noticed
before” (p. 153). He offers to help the undocumented farmworkers, including Luisa, a young
.

t

Mexican girl whom he falls in love with, to escape to another farm so they are not caught by
the border patrol.
Joyride and Under the Same Sky use the “under the same sky” metaphor to narrow
the geographical and social distance between people and communities. The open story
closure connects two disparate places, urban and farming communities in Joyride: “[Jeff]
looked at the sky—the same sky that stretched over a farm near Sheridan, Oregon. The same
sky that looked over an oak knoll, an irrigation pond, a strawberry field... and a bean field”
(p. 200). In Under the Same Sky, Luisa asks Manuel to tell Joe that “she looking at the same
sky” (p. 214). Joe thinks to himself: “I looked at the sky, at the sun that was also shining on
Luisa in Sodus. I closed my eyes and let it warm my face....Later that night, I sat under the
maple tree and watched the stars come out, and then the moon, and felt Luisa watching them,
too” (p. 215). The sky connects these young couples across social borders, social lines.

Concluding Remarks
The critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature about Mexican American
migrant children’s literature made visible how characters exercise power along the power
continuum. All the characters exercised power, with the reading subject positions of collusion
and resistance more difficult to discern. The texts showed raced and gendered expressions of
class, as characters interact with each other, offering multiple reading subject positions. In
many instances, the characters resisted race, class, and gender ideologies and moved toward
collaborative power, but mostly within the family. The focalization of the text shaped how
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the story is told. The texts with multiple focalizations constructed a dialogic space for
problematizing migrant farmwork. The single-focalized texts were less interrogative and
required closer examination. The story closures contributed to the meaning of each story
either by confirming the ideologies imbedded in the text or disrupting the prevailing
messages implicit and explicit. Each genre shaped how the story got told, with genre mixes
demanding more estrangement strategies from the reader, especially examination of the social
construction of each genre. The cultural themes that emerged through critical multicultural
analysis are expressions of U.S. power relations and are not intrinsic to this cultural group or
the language in the texts. They situate how power is exercised within the families, schools,
communities, and society.
Stories about Mexican American migrant farmworkers offer particular
sociopolitically available reading subject positions for selfhood. The poverty and
marginalization experienced by migrant farmworkers call into question U.S. ideology that
everyone has equal access to the American Dream if they work for it. Reading class against
culture makes visible how class, race, and gender work together.
The text collection is evidence of how people’s perceptions of their place in the
world influence how they exercise power in the world (Freire, 1970/1985; Tejeda, Espinoza,
& Gutierrez, 2003). Subjectivity is a process of becoming. Social transformation can only
occur when people develop a critical consciousness of power relations and possibilities for
changing or undoing hierarchical social arrangements. Critical multicultural analysis provides
a site for deconstruction and reconstruction. This site offers readers cognitive flexibility in
how readers perceive the world, by questioning and theorizing, and taking up collectively
minded worldviews. It is reading toward a historical and sociopolitical imagination.
Critical multicultural analysis disrupts the notion of multicultural literature as a
product (information to be packaged in books and transmitted by experts) by viewing
literature as a process (the critical analysis of literature as a cultural product) (Trimmer,
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1997). Critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature about Chicana/o migrant
farmworkers disrupts fixed notions about culture and power.
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CHAPTER VI
DISRUPTING THE CIRCUIT OF CULTURE:
READING AND REWRITING POWER

“Where will it end?” said Josefma. “Everyone will starve if people work for less and
less money.”
“That is the strikers’ point,” said Esperanza.
No one said anything. Forks clinked on the plates.
“Are we going to starve?” asked Isabel.
“No, mija” said Josefma. “How could anyone starve here with so much food around
us?”
- (p. 204)
“I can’t stand your blind hope. I don’t want to hear your optimism about this land of
possibility when I see no proof!”
- Esperanza
(to Miguel, p.224)
Esperanza Rising
by Pam Munoz Ryan

The purpose of this study was to disturb the scholarly silence around class issues in
children’s literature by analyzing how dominant ideologies get translated into the text and
images of children’s books about Mexican American migrant farmworkers that were
published in the past 15 years. To accomplish this kind of investigation I theorized a critical
multicultural analysis of children’s literature, grounded in critical multicultural education,
feminist poststructuralism, critical literary theory, critical pedagogy, critical literacy, and
critical discourse analysis. This historical, sociopolitical, and narrative lens created a space
for me to problematize the literary category of “multicultural children’s literature,” take up
the power relation of class alongside race and gender, and deconstruct the social myth of the
American Dream. My intent was to show how reading class exposes the interlocking systems
of classism, sexism, and racism. Critical multicultural analysis leads to reading Mexican
American culture against these power relations.
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Critical multicultural analysis examines self-effacing images of power in children’s
literature. It is reading that goes beyond stretching children’s cultural imagination to reading
that fosters a historical, sociopolitical imagination. It deconstructs dominant ideologies of
U.S. society, which privilege those whose interests, values, and beliefs are represented by
these worldviews. In the process of critical multicultural reading, power is located and a site
is created for social transformation. Critical multicultural analysis can contribute to
deconstructing and reconstructing ourselves and U.S. society. It focuses on how text and
images in children’s books position readers in the interests of coercive power relations as
well as collective ways of being in the world. People are defined in relation to other people:
discourses are always defined in relation to other discourses. Critical multicultural analysis
challenges fixed and bounded notions of culture, identity, class, race, gender, and power.
Critical multicultural analysis of the text collection made visible the social construction of
culture, power, genre, focalization, and story closure.

Findings
The findings of this study materialized from the cultural themes (representations of
how power is exercised by the story characters) circulating in this text collection. These
themes emerged recursively and reflexively as I read the text collection alongside the
secondary sources. The cultural themes of family/work, education/language/identity, and
immigration/home are not binary oppositions, but the exercise of power within the contexts
of the family, school, community, and society, showing how story characters reorganize in
response to specific historical and sociopolitical circumstances. The critical multicultural
analysis of the text collection about Chicana/o migrant farmworkers yielded the following
findings: culture is complex and socially constructed; race, class, and gender reorganized
family lives; and genres, characters, and story closures are socially made. Critical
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multicultural analysis of the microinteractions between and among characters revealed how
they created and recreated culture.
The Complexities of Culture
The text collection permitted me into the Mexican American culture through the
family, while in the texts with European American protagonists, I saw the Chicana/o
experience through individual character’s eyes. My analysis of the text collection illustrates
the complexities of culture by connecting these experiences to the power relations of class,
gender, and race. Reading power expanded the core dimensions of culture (Dirks, Eley, &
Ortner, 1994) in the following ways:
•
•
•

from culture as a shared experience to one that is conflictual and shaped by the power
relations of gender, race, and class;
from culture as a timeless entity to a historically constituted experience; and
from culture possessing relative coherence and internal consistency to “culture as
multiple discourses, occassionally coming together in large systemic configuration
[e.g., Gee’s Discourse with a Big “D”], but more often coexisting within dynamic
fields of interaction and conflict.”

(P-4)
The cultural themes in the texts are products of specific historical and sociopolitical
circumstances, shaped by race, class, and gender, and not just from the words on the page. As
story characters respond and reorganize because of power relations, they create culture.
Culture is historically a complex web of power relations enacted at the individual, group, and
institutional levels.
Social Construction of Culture
Critical multicultural analysis of the text collection demonstrates how culture is
socially made through the social processes among the characters. Bronwyn Davies (1993)
states that
Poststructuralist theory argues that people are not socialised into the social world,
but that they go through a process of subjedification. In socialization theory, the
focus is on the process of shaping the individual that is undertaken by others. In
poststructuralist theory the focus is on the way each person actively takes up the
discourses through which they and others speak/write the world into existence as
if they were their own. Through those discourses they are made speaking subjects
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at the same time as they are subjected to the constitutive force of those
discourses, (p. 13)
Critical multicultural analysis is an examination of the process of “doing” society, and in this
doing or participation, everyone is an active partner in this “process of subjectification.” The
text collection shows that adults, young adults, and children are social and political beings,
capable of resisting and taking collective action for social change, as well as dominating and
colluding with dominant ideologies. The microinteractions among story characters
demonstrate them acting and reacting to each other, constructing and reconstructing the
worlds in which they live. They are complex actors, utilizing their cultural, linguistic,
sociopolitical, and economic capital to create new social relationships and possibilities, and to
recreate culture. A complex view of culture and identity shows how these processes are
inextricably linked and socially constructed.
Class. Race, and Gender Re/organize Across Contexts
The experiences of the Mexican American migrant workers in the text collection
function as “a genealogy of poverty” (Aragon, 1999). The power relations of class, race, and
gender are implicated in the construction of this poverty. In the text collection, class relations
are everywhere and expressed in gendered and raced ways. Class describes multiple social
relations and experiences. In many cases, race and class discourses are inseparable and
interdiscursive, that is, they draw on each other. The migrant agricultural labor system,
shaped by class and race, reorganizes individuals and families who come in contact with it.
Racism and classism are intergroup and intragroup power relations. There are many forms of
racism, many driven by economic exploitation. The text collection challenges fixed gender
roles in the Mexican American culture. Reading class shows the deeper dimensions of racism
and sexism. Class can be a unifying force that can help people organize across social lines.
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Social Construction of Genres. Characters, and Story Closures
The children’s books in this study are hybrid genres. Genres are intertextual (draw
from literary and nonliterary sources), heteroglot (many languages, many voices),
polygeneric (multiple genres, hybrids), discursive (have sociopolitical, historical values and
assumptions imbedded in them), ideological (imbued with a particular worldview or
ideology), and dynamic. Genres exist in relation to other genres (Bakhtin, 1986; Todorov,
2000). Genres are social constructs that are historical evidence and “cultural archives”
(Leitch, 1991). They are phenomena of culture and history.
The text collection exemplifies that genre mixing is a prevalent phenomenon within
children’s literature. Nonfiction narratives, dialogic in nature, examine work conditions
against a sociopolitical context; there is a dialogue between the people featured and
contextual information. The social identities of the focalizer shape the perspective because
perception is relational; it is bound up in the social processes of race, class, and gender and
shapes how the reader “sees” the story. For example, the Chicana perspective brings the
reader up close to the gender roles of women in the story. Many of these stories are told from
a Chicano perspective; gender roles of women are not addressed as much, but mothers are
central in many of the stories. From a Chicana perspective the stories interrogate gender roles
for women. The story closure shapes the meaning of the story. Open story closures invite
questioning, where fixed endings confirm the ideology reflected in the text. Historical and
sociopolitical conditions are the sources for the plot. These findings have specific
sociopolitical and pedagogical implications.

Sociopolitical Implications of Findings
In the old days, coal miners often carried a canary with them into the mine to alert
them of danger ahead. If the canary collapsed along the way, this would warn the miners of
the presence of poisonous gases. Cesar Chavez argues that “farmworkers are society s
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canaries” (Ferris & Sandoval, 1997, p. 220). Race is the miner’s canary (Guinier & Torres,
2002) and class is the noxious gas. Mexican American migrant farmworkers are not the only
ones harmed by these power relations. Lani Guinier and Gerald Torres (2002) maintain that
the canary is “diagnostic, signaling the need for more systemic critique” (p. 12). Reading
children’s literature about Chicana/o migrant agricultural workers provides a space to analyze
how culture and power are inextricably tied. Race, class, and gender are social arrangements
that work together and form hierarchical arrangements of social power.
Critical multicultural analysis shows how power is exercised by examining the
microinteractions among characters. As readers we can locate power and envision local
socialisms through these analyses. Children’s literature is ethnography (Ortner, 1991). It
offers the reader great cultural/power detail through the social processes experienced by the
characters. Children’s books are windows into society. Dominant ideologies are imbued in
their construction through discourse.
Children’s literature about Mexican American migrant farmworkers shows a
diversity of experience and gives voice to the silence of the undocumented and documented
immigrant experiences. These texts put a human face on these sociopolitical circumstances
and invite us to consider in which ways we are implicated in this system of exploitation. We
can consider in what ways we can resist classist/racist ideologies and participate in
collaborative power. Children’s literature can play a role in informing readers about specific
cultural experiences, as well as show how race, class, and gender function together. The texts
provide a vantage point to understand migrant farmwork and to read beyond the texts. Critical
multicultural analysis demonstrates that we are active in creating our society, and we are
active in creating who we are.
Reading class and its raced and gendered manifestations can lead readers to
understanding classism across culture and consider re/organizing across these social lines
(Collins, 2000; hooks, 2000). As readers, we can also learn to read along the continuum of
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how power is exercised. People exercise power according to their perceived place in the
world. As readers we can deconstruct reading subject positions offered by the text by
reconstructing how power is exercised.
Authors and illustrators have the power to use the transformative nature of art. In
other words, although authors are shaped by discourses, they are also in a position to shape
discourses. Davies (1993) asserts that “Until we have invented new storylines, new
discourses, we are still enmeshed in the old. And even when we invent the new, the old can
still claim us, draw us in with their familiarity and the hooks of our old and current
unsatisfied desires” (p. 197). If authors and illustrators embrace the power of art and think
about the choices they make as they construct a story, the construction of the literary text can
invite the reader to see a deeper view of reality that is often masked by prevailing ideologies.
Eagleton (1976) maintains: “Authentic art always transcends the ideological limits of its time,
yielding us insight into the realities which ideology hides from view” (p. 18). According to
John Steinbeck, a writer’s responsibility is to “expos[e] our many grievous faults and failures,
with dredging up to the light our dark and dangerous dreams, for the purpose of
improvement” as well as “to declare and to celebrate [human’s] proven capacity for greatness
of heart and spirit” (Reef, 1996, p. 136). Storylines can offer alternative ways of being in the
world.
Authors can explore the narrative strategies available in constructing their stories and
think about which narrative structures and focalizers (character perspectives) invite social
critique and offer other possibilities for re/organizing how we live as a society. Sociopolitical
imagination takes into account the instability of identity, both individual and cultural, and the
power structures in which we reside. This kind of writing situates texts within the discursive
fields that create us as much as we can them; these narrative strategies, including open story
closures, create spaces for deconstruction and reconstruction.
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Illustrators can experiment with different ways of rendering the cultural experience
described in the text. As my analysis demonstrates, color, line, and the spatial position of the
characters shape the reader’s view of the events depicted. Illustrators can create images that
challenge the text and create a dialogue that unsettles the dominant ideologies in the text.
Cesar Chavez’s dream for the farm workers union was that farm workers have
“enough power to take care of themselves” (p. 71). He extended his dream to include other
people, other states, and other nations:
If the workers in California get organized, they can assist the organizing of people in
Florida. The people in California and Florida together can assist the organizing of
other workers. With a boycott they can help organize farm workers around the world.
My God! There just aren’t any other unions for farm workers in the rest of the world.
One of the greatest miscarriages of justice is that the people who provide food for the
world don’t have enough food for themselves. It’s horrible. I just can’t understand
it....They’re exploited just as the Mexicans are in this country. The damn
exploitation of farmworkers is consistent. (Jensen & Hammerback, 2002, p. 71-72)
Chavez (1987) maintained that the Union’s presence was a message to all Mexican
Americans that they could fight for their dignity, challenge and overcome injustice, and
empower themselves. He further stated that ‘The message was clear: if it could happen in the .
fields, it could happen anywhere—in cities, courts, councils, and state legislatures” (p. 59).
Social transformation is not an armchair activity. Antonia Darder and Gerald Torres
(1999) are quick to add that a shift in “theoretical language will not necessarily alter power
relations in any given society”; it can give us tools for analyzing “how power is practiced and
maintained through systematically racialization of subordinate populations (p. 188). Reading
with a critical multicultural lens creates a space for resocializing for social justice.
Apprenticing through language and literacy is one way we can re-imagine ourselves, our
society. Real structural change also needs to take place and as citizens of a democracy we
must examine how we help maintain and perpetuate dominant ideologies that are realized in
policies and practices.
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The Portuguese have a proverbio: “Calma que Portugal e nosso” (Relax because
Portugal is ours). This saying comes from a cultural group who was invaded from the South
by the Moors, from the East by the Spaniards, and was under dictatorial rule for many
decades. Geographically Portugal occupies a precarious place. Presently Portugal is a
socialist democracy, with its citizenry participating more and more in the governance of this
country. But the Portuguese should not relax because democracy requires unrelenting
participation. Portuguese history is a cautionary tale. The United States does not belong to its
people. Democracy only exists through citizen participation.
I agree with James Gee (1999) that it is imperative that we study “how the details of
language get recruited, ‘On site,’ to ‘pull off specific social activities and social identities
(‘memberships’ in various social groups, cultures, and institutions). In the process, we will
see that language-in-use is everywhere and always ‘political’” (p. 1). He defines politics as
“anything and anyplace where human social interactions and relationships have implications
for how ‘social goods’ are or ought to be distributed...’social’ [he] means anything that a
group of people believes to be a source of power, status, or worth” (p. 2). The distribution of
social goods is raced, classed, and gendered. These power relations are naturalized and
normalized, making them invisible and commonsensical. Critical multicultural analysis can
help people re/organize across social lines and link up with people and groups who share a
commitment to social justice. Like Gee (1999), I believe that one of the goals of education
should be to help students map out the dominant ideologies that have been instrumental in
perpetuating social inequities and distributing power in the United States. Chavez (1987)
notes: “Once social change begins, it cannot be reversed. You cannot uneducate the person
who has learned to read, nor humiliate the person who feels pride, nor oppress the people
who are not afraid any more” (Chavez, 1987, p. 61). Critical multicultural analysis of
children’s literature creates a site to take up issues of dehumanization, collusion, resistance,
and agency.
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Pedagogical Implications of Findings
The pedagogical implications of the findings are closely linked with their
sociopolitical implications. Language is inherently ideological and all literature is a historical
and cultural product. Keeping the history of underrepresentation in children’s literature at the
center of the language arts instruction is imperative. Teachers should strive to have a
culturally diverse collection of books in their classroom libraries. The adage “one book
cannot do it all” must be considered because multiple books about a cultural experience offer
a complex picture of the cultural group; that is, children’s literature as ethnography provides
multiple perspectives on a situation or condition (Ortner, 1991; Greene, 1988). Teachers must
reconsider how they teach reading and writing, and view literary study as a tool for social
change and justice. Critical multicultural analysis involves the “what” and the “how” of the
study of children’s literature.
What to Read
The perceptions and realities of working people are rarely explored in children’s
literature, and if so, according these depictions of labor are “downplayed, camouflaged,
obscured, and its significance distorted” (Nikolajeva, 2002a, p. 307). Children’s literature
about migrant workers, in many cases, brings readers up close to the working conditions of
the children and their families, and how these characters exercise power in microinteractions
related to work.
Miguel Estrada, an interviewee in Small Hands, Big Hands: Seven Profiles of
Chicano Migrant Workers and Their Families, by Sandra Weiner (1970), one of the books

surveyed by the Council on Interracial Books for Children in 1975, makes a plea.
“[Teachers] should teach about the history of the poor in the books, not only about George
Washington. The poor, not only of farm workers, the history of the poor people, poor Anglos,
poor [Blacks], poor Mexicans. You never hear about them in school and you never learn
about them” (p. 55). Reading class across cultures can help people organize across social
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lines and offer windows to understand ourselves, multiple cultural experiences, and U.S.
society.
The Grapes of Wrath is one of the first books that I could truly relate to; perhaps it

was the poverty and how family members worked together to survive social deprivation. In
many ways, it reminded me of my early childhood experiences in the Asores and the United
States. Francisco Jimenez narrates the same experience in Breaking Through:
I took a deep breath, picked up the novel, and placed it in front of me. I grabbed my
worn-out pocket dictionary from the stack and set it next to it. I muttered the title,
‘‘The Grapes of Wrath” The word grapes reminded me of working in the vineyards
for Mr. Sullivan in Fresno. I looked up the word wrath and thought of the anger I felt
when I lost my blue notepad, my librito, in a fire in Orosi. I began reading. It was
difficult; I had to look up many words, but I kept on reading. I wanted to learn more
about the Joad family, who had to leave their home in Oklahoma to look for work
and a better life in California. I lost track of time. Before I knew it, five o’clock had
passed. I was late for work.
When I got home that evening, I continued reading until one o’clock in the morning.
That night I dreamed that my family was packing to move to Fresno to pick grapes.
“We don’t have to move anymore! I have to go to school!” I kept yelling, but Papa
and Mama could not hear me. I woke up exhausted.
Saturday night I skipped the school dance and stayed home to read more of the novel.
I kept struggling with the reading, but I could not put it down. I finally understood
what Miss Bell meant when she told me to read for enjoyment. I could relate to what
I was reading. The Joad family was poor and traveled from place to place in an old
jalopy, looking for work. They picked grapes and cotton and lived in labor camps
similar to the ones we lived in, like Tent City in Santa Maria. Ma Joad was like
Mama and Pa Joad was a lot like Papa. Even though they were not Mexican and
spoke only English, they had many of the same experiences as my family. I felt for
them. I got angry with the growers who mistreated them and was glad when Tom
Joad protested and fought for their rights. He reminded me of my friend Don Gabriel,
the bracero who stood up to Diaz, the labor contractor, who tried to force Don
Gabriel to pull a plow like an ox.
After I finished reading the novel, I could not get it out of my mind. I thought about it
for days, even after I had turned in the book report to Miss Bell. She must have liked
what I wrote, because she gave me a good grade. My success made me happy, but,
this time, the grade seemed less important than what I had learned from reading the
book. (2001, pp. 101-102)
Just like adult literature children’s literature can redress injustice as much as reflect
it. It can inspire readers to reflect on their lived experience, re-imagine socially just worlds,
provide new ways of exercising power, and offer tools for building cultural understanding.
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There is a Mexican dicho that says “I can talk about that road because I’ve walked it” (Hart,
1997, p. 209). Many of the texts in this study were inspired from lived experiences, roads
well traveled.
Examining poverty cross-culturally can be transformative because it helps to
demonstrate how class and race connect human experience across different historical and
sociopolitical circumstances. Cross-cultural perspectives show how cultures are not bounded
but are porous and dynamic. All literature can lead to critical multicultural investigations.
While I appreciate Herb Kohl’s (1995a) call for radical literature, the assumption is if the
message is democratic, the book will be free of dominant ideologies. All language is
discursive. Discourse is imbued with ideology. While the text may offer democratic reading
subject positions, readers must examine the multiple ways characters exercise power.
How to Read
Reading the teaching practices of reading is an entry point into critical multicultural
analysis. Teaching is a text that can be analyzed. What assumptions about reading, writing,
literature, and culture do we hold? All books are culturally coded. A passive stance, that is,
one that accepts the authors’ words and illustrators’ images unquestioningly, is not neutral. It
maintains the status quo and the explicit messages of the author and/or illustrator, and usurps
power from the individual reader. Critical multicultural investigations of children’s literature
focus on the analysis of power relations as factors in the trends of what gets written and
illustrated and what gets published. In other words, meanings found in children’s books are
not exclusively from language but also from institutional practices and power relations
(Weedon, 1997).
Critical multicultural analysis comes from the same family as critical literacy. The
“critical” in critical multicultural analysis means keeping the power relations of class, race,
and gender at the center of our investigations of children’s literature, thus connecting our
reading to social and economic justice. “Multicultural” signals the diverse historical and
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cultural experiences within these power relations. Critical multicultural analysis requires
several shifts in thinking about reading:
•

from reader-response reading practices to connecting reading beyond the
reader to sociopolitical structures:

•

from meaning as reflected in the text to recognizing comprehension as an
intertextual process; and,

•

from genre studies to examining how genres are historically and socially
constructed.

How texts are constructed (i.e., generic conventions, focalization, and story closure) position
readers to produce particular meanings. Reading children’s books alongside each other and
with secondary sources help readers resist the position constructed by the text and create
alternative or resistant readings that support collective worldviews. Critical multicultural
analysis offers possibilities for taking up different reading subject positions.
The reading subject positions offered by a critical multicultural analysis are
constructed intertextually, by reading the narrative against particular literary and nonliterary
texts, and generic considerations. Through these dialogic strategies, the reader challenges
class, gender, and race ideologies imbedded in the text, thus exposing the processes whereby
these worldviews are constructed and rendered natural in texts. Thus, the meaning of texts
lies within the space among texts (Bakhtin, 1981), contexts, and the reader. Stephens (1991)
argues that “...in most modes of narration the representations of interaction between
characters and society, whereby a character ‘discovers’ its own subjectivity, is reproduced on
another level in the audience engagement with the text, which is largely on terms determined
by the text” (pp. 63-64).
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Recommendations for Further Research
Critical multicultural analysis of children’s literature is a recursive and reflexive
process. The following recommendations emerged during my analysis of the text collection,
lingering research questions that were beyond the scope of this project. I invite the readers of
my dissertation to consider these questions as possible research projects as well as to add
other research possibilities to this non-exhaustive list:

First, I recommend building on the research by Rosalinda B. Barrera and Ruth E. Quiroa
(2003) and their work with Rebeca Valdivia (2003) by investigating how Spanish is
re/presented in these texts. What is the function of Spanish in the text collection? The
presence of Spanish can deconstruct, construct, and/or reconstruct culture in children’s
literature: English can conceal, while Spanish can reveal. Who is the implied reader for these
texts? English language learners? speakers of English?

Second, I recommend a critical multicultural analysis of the Judeo-Christian discourse
circulating in the text collection. In what ways is the Judeo-Christian discourse implicated in
some of these stories? How are the discursive threads of luck and good fortune linked to this
discourse? What is this discourse doing in terms of how power is exercised, especially among
the female characters?

Third, I recommend further analysis of the photography and illustrations represented in this
text collection. My examination of the images was preliminary and a closer investigation is
warranted. How do these images, along with the text, offer positions of power to view the
story from?
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Fourth, I recommend critical multicultural analysis of migrant farmwork across cultures. For
example, how are European American migrant workers represented during the Great
Depression? What are other migrant experiences represented in children’s literature (e.g.,
Jamaican or Haitian farmworkers)? Books about other Mexican American groups and/or
other work situations that Mexican American characters participate in can be analyzed. How
are race, class, and gender depicted in these stories?

Fifth, I recommend a critical multicultural analysis of poverty in other work circumstances,
especially across different historical and sociopolitical conditions.

Sixth, I recommend a critical multicultural analysis of work across cultures. In what ways are
class, race, and gender enacted in these texts? How is power exercised among the characters?
bell hooks (2000) advocates that class might be the unifying force across other social
differences. In what ways can class be read across culture?

Seventh, I recommend a critical multicultural analysis of biographies about Mexican
American migrant workers, especially depictions of the struggle within the migrant
community. How do the biographies of Cesar Chaves and Dolores Huerta depict the struggle
among migrant community? Biographies, like other genres, distort reality and need analysis.
Oftentimes, the people and life work highlighted are rendered separate or isolated from the
collective currents of participation that supported the people in their activism (Kozol, 1975;
Kohl, 1995c). What are these life stories doing to our understanding of the migrant labor
system? What do different biographers foreground and background in their construction of
Dolores Huerta’s life, for example? How does this affect the ideologies conveyed to the
reader?
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Eighth, I recommend replicating Shannon’s (1986) study of “Children’s Choices” published
every October in The Reading Teacher by conducting a critical multicultural analysis. In
what ways does the protagonist exercise coercive and/or collaborative power? What
ideologies are imbedded in these texts that are children’s favorites?

Ninth, I recommend adding to my study by keeping a pulse on publishing activities
associated with books about Chicana/o migrant farmworkers. What are the culturally specific
book awards doing to texts about Mexican American migrant farmworkers, for example? In
what ways are the awards recognizing these texts and calling attention to works by Latina/o
authors and illustrators? I also recommend adding relevant research to the multi-layered lens
because it needs constant refocusing to sharpen the analysis.

Tenth, I recommend using this dissertation to inform the curriculum of migrant education
programs serving the Mexican American community at the elementary and high school
levels, as well as within university settings. Students can be invited to conduct critical
multicultural analysis of the text collection and/or texts that are included in the migrant
education curriculum. What happens when students are engaged in critical multicultural
analysis of the messages imbedded in the text collection and other texts?

Eleventh, I recommend examining ways this dissertation research can function as
“scaffolding of conscient^ao” (Sleeter et al., 2004) for preservice and inservice teacher
education. What happens when preservice and inservice teachers are engaged in critical
multicultural analysis about class, race, and gender ideologies as rendered in the text
collection?
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Twelfth, I recommend that adults invite children to write their own stories as ways of talking
back at the world. These stories are sites for deconstruction of the discourses that are
responsible for constituting who they are as people. In doing so, these stories are evidence of
the dominant discourses circulating. Davies (2000) proposes that ”to enable students to move
confidently beyond the humanist conception of the subject, students need familiar ground
from which to speak and write. The texts of their own speaking and writing can then become
the material that they use to acquire the skills of deconstruction” (p. 144). In inviting children
to write stories and publish books is a way to “catch language in the act of shaping
subjectivities” (Davies, 2000, p. 142). The processes of storytelling, writing, and reading
invite children to examine texts in the “act of constituting.” At the same time, children
possess the authority to reflect on these constructions of self, and require them to respeak,
rewrite, and reread themselves and their world.

Recasting Research, Recasting Ourselves
I have been interpellated by the ideology of the American Dream. Critical multicultural
analysis required me to question my own subject positions and has demanded that I
interrogate my privileged relationship to this discourse. This dissertation project is evidence
of my resistance of this dominant dream. This project has provided me with an intellectual
space to dream a just world through critical multicultural reading. I will never forget the day
that I graduated from college. My extended family from Massachusetts and Toronto, Canada
joined me in celebration of this great accomplishment. Driving through the streets of my
working-class neighborhood in East Cambridge, Massachusetts one family member
commented: “Now you can leave all of this behind.” He was referring to how my bachelor s
degree afforded me with social power and mobility. I told him that now that I knew what I
knew, my social responsibility was to come back and to teach in Cambridge or the Boston
area. I did return and I was a children’s librarian and teacher educator for over 6 years in
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Cambridge and Somerville. These experiences left me with many questions, which led to
graduate study and this dissertation research.
As a society, we are so concerned with moving away and moving up. When I
conducted anthropological research in Sao Miguel, Acpores, I interviewed several young
adults about Portugal’s accession into the European Community and its impact on their
future. What one young woman said is instructive to this study: The problem that Azoreans
face is that people are always looking outward from the island. What she meant was that their
first response was to immigrate to North America and not to look inward or inland and to the
mainland and try to confront the economic problems facing their families and the insular
community. She was commenting on how social inequities must be addressed by all people.
The border that divides Mexico and the United States is not the only geopolitical line.
Class, race, and gender create social borders and social lines on a daily basis. The essential
first step to investigate how racism, classism, and sexism are achieved is to examine how
power is exercised among people, so we can change these power relations. Readers are
forever changed when they become conscious or make connections with new understandings
(Freire, 1970/1985). Paulo Freire (1991) maintains that

Reading the world always precedes reading the word, and reading the word implies
continually reading the world. As I suggested earlier, this movement from the world
to the word and from the word to the world is always present; even the spoken word
flows from our reading of the world. In a way, however, we can go further, and say
that reading the word is not preceded merely by reading the world, but by a certain
form of writing it or re-writing it, that is, of transforming it by means of conscious
practical work. For me, this dynamic movement is central to the literacy process, (p.
144)

Critical multicultural analysis can contribute to disrupting the circuit of culture and rewriting
culture. Reading class, race, and gender in children’s literature and young adult novels disturb
U.S. power relations. Reading power in research practices locates sites for social
transformation.
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Power is inextricable from knowledge or from our efforts to explain the world
(Foucault, 1980). Knowledge is linked to power. It assumes authority of “the truth” as it is
applied in the real world. Its application has real consequences. Thus, knowledge “becomes
true” the more it is practiced. Its practice through discourse has the power to regulate
individual behavior. Foucault (1977) argues, “There is no power relation without the
correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose
and constitute at the same time, power relations” (p. 27). Theories translate into subject
positions. Through self-reflexivity I have examined the subject positions offered by the
theories and research tools that I used in the study. This kind of reflexivity challenges
discursive practices responsible in constituting subjects as well as questions what counts as
knowledge. Research is a journey to ourselves as well as to the communities we participate in
and study.
In writing and reading this dissertation, along with my dissertation committee, I have
examined this text in the “act of constituting” (Davies, 2000). Davies states that “words need
reworking” and “authority needs to be reconceptualized as authority, with emphasis on
authorship, the capacity to speak/write and be heard, to have voice, to articulate meanings
from within the collective discourses and beyond them” (2000, p. 68). As the author of this
dissertation, I possess the authority to reflect how dissertation research constructs subject
positions as well as I construct them; I have attempted to respeak, rewrite, and reread the
dissertation genre, the literary category of “multicultural children’s literature, children s
literature about Chicana/o migrant farmworkers, myself, and U.S. society. Our language
needs respeaking, rewriting, which will offer new possibilities for selfhood and new ways of
being in the world. Critical multicultural analysis can contribute to this process.
In writing this dissertation, I experimented with and experienced my theoretical
commitments in many ways: It has been a decolonizing experience. My writing changed over
time. My language became explicitly political. I used footnotes to expose some of the
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reflexive process. In reading multiple drafts of this dissertation, I found my layered self, my
multiple understandings present. I do not want to contradict myself, but is that possible given
that we all posssess multiple, shifting subjectivities. Dominant discourses do slip in;
contradictions are inevitable. I strongly believe that exercising collaborative power in
interactions between people can lead to local socialisms and collective action that can lead to
large-scale social change. I invite you, the reader, to read my text and be my second set of
eyes. This is not a complete text, but in its incompleteness, it asks us to rethink how
discursive practices simultaneously construct us as we construct them. I invite you to read
this text critically and multiculturally.
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APPENDIX A
HEURISTIC OF ‘THE CIRCUIT OF CULTURE’

DISCOURSE IS THE PROCESS OF REPRESENTING

REGULATION
In what ways does the reading
regulate behavior S attitudes in the reader.

PRODUCTION

CONSUMPTION

The decisions made by the authors),
editor(s). illustrator(s) and publisher(s)

The reading.

in constructing the text.

Adapted from Paul du Gay, 1997b.
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APPENDIX B
HEURISTIC OF HOW POWER IS EXERCISED
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APPENDIX E
ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY
Ada, Alma Flor. (1997). Gathering the Sun: An Alphabet in Spanish and English (English
Translation by Rosa Zubizarreta). Illus. by Simon Silva. New York: Lothrop, Lee & Shepard.
Gathering the Sun, first written in Spanish, is the first bilingual text of the Spanish alphabet. The
alphabet frames this story about Mexican American migrant farmworker life.
Altman, Linda Jacobs. (1993). Amelia’s Road. Illus. by Enrique O. Sanchez. New York: Lee &
Low.
Amelia, tired of her transient life as a migrant child, finds a way to create a permanent place for
herself. She buries a box containing special keepsakes underneath a large tree that provides her a
place to revisit.
Ancona, George. (2001). Harvest. Photography by author. Tarrytown, NY: Marshall Cavendish
Children’s Books.
In this photo essay, the author introduces the reader to many forms of harvest endured by
Mexican American migrant farmworkers: commercial gathering of fruits and vegetables; the
human harvest of pain, disease, and exhaustion because of migrant agricultural work; the struggle
for better work and living conditions; and the hopeful harvest of a better life for their children.
Atkin, S. Beth. (2001). Voices from the Fields: Children of Migrant Farmworkers Tell Their
_ Stories. Photography by author. Boston: Little, Brown and Company. (Originally published in
1993.)
The black-and-white photographs, poems, and first-person interviews bring the reader up close to
the lives of migrant children, revealing a diversity of experiences shaped by gender, race, and
class power relations.
Brimner, Larry Dane. (1992). A Migrant Family. Photography by author. Minneapolis: Lemer
Publications.
This black-and-white photo essay with powerful prose documents the life of Juan Medina, a
twelve-year-old who lives with his family in a makeshift migrant camp near San Diego,
California. The photography captures the poverty lived by this migrant family, while the text
bears the sociopolitical layers of the Mexican American migrant agricultural labor system.
Bunting, Eve. (1996). Going Home. Illus. by David Diaz. New York: HarperCollins.
On their trip back their parents’ hometown in Mexico, the children of this migrant family come to
realize that Mexico is their parents’ home. This family immigrated to the United States for the
“opportunities” it can offer the children. The children question the reality of these opportunities.
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DeFelice, Cynthia. (2003). Under the Same Sky. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.
While fourteen-year-old Joe Pederson, who is a middle-class European American, works on his
family’s farm to earn money for a motorbike, he develops relationships with the Mexican migrant
farmworkers who work there, as well as strengthens his relationship with his father. He becomes
conscious of the sociopolitical complexities inherent in the migrant agricultural labor system.
Dorros, Arthur. (1993). Radio Man/Don Radio (Spanish Translation by Sandra Marulanda
Dorros). Illustrated by author. New York: HarperTrophy.
The radio is a unifying “character” in this story as characters travel, following the availability of
farmwork. Written like a travel log, this text chronicles Diego’s northward travels through Texas
and westward up the Pacific Coast, with the harvests of cabbage, melons, cherries, and apples.
This text is one of the first books written in bilingual text about migrant farmwork.
Hart, Elva Travino. Barefoot Heart: Stories of a Migrant Child. Tempe, AZ: Bilingual Press.
This autobiography recounts the author’s childhood migrant farmworker life and the “farther
migrations” in her young adult and adult life as she searches for her talents and financial stability.
Herrera, Juan Felipe. (1995). Calling the Doves/El canto de laspalomas. Illus. by Elly Simmons.
San Francisco: Children’s Book Press.
In this bilingual text, the author, a noted Mexican-American poet, recalls his migrant childhood.
In lyrical language, he represents his loving small family life on the road, with his mother
narrating poetry and his father calling the doves.
Herrera, Juan Felipe. (1999). Crashboomlove: A Novel in Verse. Albuquerque, NM: University of
New Mexico Press.
This novel in verse tells the story of sixteen-year-old Cesar Garcia’s experience in a racist and
classist high school culture in California. He is marginalized because of his language and cultural
differences, but resists succumbing and conforming to peer pressure.
Herrera, Juan Felipe. (2000). The Upside Down Boy/El nino de cabeza. Illus. by Elizabeth.
Gomez. San Francisco: Children’s Book Press.
In this sequel to Calling the Doves, the author tells about the apprehension he felt as an eightyear-old English language learner starting school, as well as of the key role teachers play in their
students. He dedicates this story to his third grade teacher, who recognized his talents with words,
art, and music.
Hoyt-Goldsmith, Diane. (1996). Migrant Worker: A Boy from the Rio Grande Valley.
Photography by Lawrence Migdale. New York: Holiday House.
In this color photo-documentary, eleven-year-old Ricky Benitez introduces the reader to his life
as migrant worker during the summer months, while attending school in his hometown in Texas
the rest of the year. His life story is supplemented with additional information about children and
migrant farmwork, the work of Cesar Chavez and the United Farm Workers of America, and the
promise of education in getting children out of the fields by the time they are adults.
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Jimenez, Francisco. (1997). The Circuit: Stories from the Life of a Migrant Child. Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Company.
In this collection of semi-autobiographical short stories, the author follows his migrant family
through their harvest circuit, from picking cotton and strawberries to topping carrot, and back
again over several years. Transience and poverty define their lives: He portrays the poor living
conditions, backbreaking work, and how migrant worker system affects his family’s access to
resources such as housing, food, health care, education, and community.
Jimenez, Francisco. (1998). La Mariposa. Illus. by Simon Silva. Boston: Houghton Mifflin
Company.
An adapted short story from the above collection, La Mariposa tells the story of Francisco’s
experience as a Spanish-speaking first grader. His own transformations as an English language
learner and participating member of his classroom community coincide with his observations of a
caterpillar in the classroom.
Jimenez, Francisco. (2000). The Christmas Gift/El regalo de Navidad. Illus. by Claire B. Cotts.
Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company.
The Christmas Gift, another short story from The Circuit, recounts hard times when Panchito and
his family must move from their unsuccessful cotton harvest. It is almost Christmas and he hopes
that he will receive his very own red ball as a gift. But his parents cannot afford such a gift. The
only “extravagances” are a bag of hard candy for each child and an embroidered handkerchief for
Mama.
Jimenez, Francisco. (2001). Breaking Through. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company.
In this sequel to The Circuit, the author continues his semi-autobiographical story about his
adolescent years as a migrant worker. Despite the long hours of work as migrant agricultural
labor, the author’s family experience devastating poverty, but struggle to keep their hope for a
better life. This book chronicles the author’s teen years all the way up to his first day of college.
Mora, Pat. (1997). Tomas and the Library Lady. Illus. by Raul Colon. New York: Alfred A.
Knopf.
Based on life of Tomas Rivera, a noted Chicano author and national education leader, and his
migrant childhood. This story demonstrates the role libraries, education, and White allies can play
in Mexican American migrant children’s lives.
Olson, Gretchen. (1998). Joyride. Honesdale, PA: Boyds Mills Press.
Affluent seventeen-year-old Jeff McKenzie must work alongside migrant farmworkers for a
summer to pay for the damages his joyride left behind on a local farmer’s bean field. He
develops friendships with the migrant workers and the farmer’s daughter. These new
relationships implore Jeff to challenge the racist and classist prejudices of his family and
community.
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Paulsen, Gary. (2000). The Beet Fields: Memories of a Sixteenth Summer. New York: Delacorte
Press.
In this semi-autobiographical memoir, the author recalls his migrant and carnival work
experiences during his sixteenth summer, a time when he ran away from home. In the first third
of the book, “the boy” comes to know Mexican farmworkers, who teach him about friendship and
collaboration.
Perez, L. King. (2002). First Day in Grapes. Illus. by Robert Casilla. New York: Lee & Low.
Based on the author’s husband’s childhood migrant experience, the author tells the story of a
migrant worker’s son who changes schools according to the harvest cycle. At the grape school, he
uses his math talents to interrupt the intimidation efforts of some school bullies.
Rivera, Tomas. (1970/1995). —y no se lo trago la tierra. ...And the Earth Did Not Devour Him.
Houston, TX: Arte Publico.
One of the first novels to document the undocumented immigrant experience. Through several
short stories and anecdotes, the author recalls instances from one year as a migrant child
farmworker.
Ryan, Pam Munoz. (2000). Esperanza Rising. New York: Scholastic.
In this novel, based on the author’s grandmother’s experience, Esperanza and her mother are
forced to leave their live of wealth and privilege in Mexico to go work in the labor camps of
Southern California, where they experience great poverty, as well as the unionizing efforts of
some of the migrant community.
Soto, Gary. (1994), Jesse. New York: Harcourt, Brace & Company.
Race and class discrimintation limits Jesse and his brother’s employment opportunities during the
Vietnam War era. They pick melons, oranges, or cotton, depending on the harvest cycle. Jesse
struggles to pursue his version of the American Dream, that is, to become an artist.
Viramontes, Helena Maria. (1995). Under the Feet of Jesus. New York: Penguin Publishers.
Thirteen-year-old Estrella and her family live as migrant farmworkers. With lyrical language, the
author questions the social injustices this family must endure, while at the same time, creating a
vivid picture of the landscape.
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